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ABSTRACT
The power of perception: social cohesion, child protection and access to education in 
conflict-affected communities in South Sudan 
MAY 2021 
WENDY WHEATON 
Ph.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST 
Directed by: Professor Jacqueline Mosselson 
This study investigates perceived risks as a component of social cohesion at the 
community level and access to education through a mixed methods investigation of local 
dynamics in conflict-affected South Sudanese communities. In a series of papers, I 
examine the nature of social cohesion and how perceptions of risk from diverse 
community members’ show a link to enrollment rates. Next, I discuss complex local 
perceptions by informant groups that include traditional and religious leaders, youth and 
women’s groups representatives, education personnel and NGO workers to illustrate 
convergent and divergent opinions of children’s access to education, child protection and 
other social services. Finally, I combine quantitative and qualitative data results using an 
explanatory sequential method to unveil the powers of community perception in how 
education plays a role in young people’s lives and ways it informs education, child 
protection and other social program design during ongoing violent conflict in South 
Sudan, and elsewhere. 
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CHAPTER 1
ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PERCEIVED RISK TO SCHOOL CHILDREN AND PRIMARY 
SCHOOL ENROLLMENT IN CONFLICT-AFFECTED COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH SUDAN 
Abstract 
In this study, we analyze the quantitative survey data on 111 community leaders in 27 
highly conflict-affected communities in South Sudan to investigate the relationship between 
perceived risk and primary school  enrollment. Further, we examine which perceived risk factors 
at community-level serve as components of social cohesion and investigate if there is an 
association between these risks and  primary school enrollment rates for girls or  boys. 
Community leaders, including traditional and religious, women and youth groups, education 
personnel, and NGO workers’ perceived risks—at school and in communities—are analyzed, 
while a general sense of safety in, as well as travel to/from schools or learning centers is 
discussed. Locations with higher perceived risk in communities are associated with lower 
estimated enrollment rates for primary school children. In conclusion, we discuss the implications 
this relationship has for program design and implementation of education and other social 
interventions and suggest that sector-focused goals in highly conflict-affected communities lead 
to integration of social cohesion.  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Introduction 
Conflict, a barrier to education, exacerbates the worldwide situation that one out of every 
five children (262 million) are classified as  Out-Of-School Children and Youth (OOSCY) 
(UNESCO, 2018). Over 10 % of the world’s children live in conflict zones (UNICEF, 2015), and 
34 % of school-age children who are out-of-school live in areas affected by conflicts and other 
emergencies (UNICEF, 2018). South Sudan’s 2.2 million OOSCY (UNESCO, 2018) contribute to 
the global figure, and proportionately, has the highest OOSCY rate in the world (these figures are 
from pre-COVID-19 pandemic calculations).Today, the number of OOSCY has nearly doubled, 
making the need to focus on educational access  ever more urgent in South Sudan and elsewhere. 
Lack of access to education and other protective services in conflict-affected 
communities stifles progress toward global goals for sustainable development. The Sustainable 
Development Goal (SDG) 4 (Assembly, G., 2015) aims to “ensure inclusive and equitable quality 
education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UNICEF, 2014). However, 
reaching this goal is all the more difficult in conflict settings. The reality is that more children 
than ever are now displaced and for more extended periods of time, while  disproportionately 
lacking access to quality education and other essential protection (INEE, 2019). In fact, 420 
million children live in crisis and conflict settings, a notable 30 million increase since 2016, and a 
full doubling since the end of the Cold War. To overcome lower educational access due to 
conflict, it may help to understand how community-level social dynamics relate, if at all, to a 
child’s uptake of services provided in these settings. 
Few humanitarian or development agencies explicitly address social cohesion needs, be it 
by reducing community-level violence or strategizing to minimize multiple risks. Rarely do these 
agencies tackle these issues head-on in their programs. However, recently some agencies have 
taken steps to either implicitly or explicitly describe what social cohesion entails. For example, 
the Danish Refugee Council claims social cohesion combines “the absence of latent conflict and 
the presence of strong social bonds.” An international assistance agency called, Search for 
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Common Ground, notes that cohesion comprises four components: social relationships, 
connectedness, equality, and orientation toward the common good. 
While limited, the education sector in conflict settings  hopes to build social cohesion 
through its network of education agencies (INEE, 2004). These agencies have set minimum 
standards for education in areas struggling with conflict and a variety of other crises. These 
minimum standards require an environment such that a child feels protected and well enough 
during ongoing conflict to sustain their schooling. Updated official education sector guidance in 
the INEE Minimum Standards for Education: Preparedness, Response, Recovery. stipulates that 
“learning environments [must] be secure, safe and promote the protection and psychosocial well-
being of learners, teachers and other education personnel” (p. 61).  
Without explicit or regular inclusion of components in assistance programs to strengthen 
social cohesion, the challenges to social cohesion often go undressed. Evidence shows how 
catastrophic or cataclysmic events impair a community’s capacity to fulfill its functions 
(Eggerman & Panter-Brick, 2010; Landau & Saul, 2004). Fragmentation, discord, and 
disagreement across key members of communities concerning when, or even whether, to send 
children to school may remain unresolved.  A cyclical misunderstanding of or lack of trust in 
services can result in barriers to enrollment in school or limited uptake of child protection or other 
services during periods of conflict and crisis. 
Background and Context 
Perceived Risk as Part of an Overall Social Cohesion Framework 
In this paper, I draw on Colletta and Cullen’s concept of social cohesion and social 
capital as a broad framework for my analysis  (2000). Perceptions of community-level risk will 
vary, depending on how each individual interprets the real and violent incidents occurring in their 
community in South Sudan. This perception can also influence whether services are trusted as 
safe for use (e.g., parents sending their children to school). Moreover, perceptions of risk can 
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shape whether community members freely interact with one another or develop common goals to 
manage risk and avoid violence. 
 Overall, trust, free interaction between individual community members, and jointly 
planning to overcome risks are components of social cohesion and development of social capital. 
Colletta and Cullen  (2000) studied four post-conflict settings and developed a model of social 
capital development along two axes: 1. individuals and communities in relation  to state and 
market forces on a vertical axis; 2. bonding of more intimate, familial relations, bridging across 
less well known groups, along the horizontal axis. Perceptions of risk reported in South Sudanese 
communities fell within the lower left quadrant, demonstrating the relationship between  higher 
risks and low social cohesion.Reinforcing this inverse relationship between conflict (or 
perception of high risks) and social cohesion are other researchers who argue that a community in 
conflict is “directly influenced by the degree of social cohesion” and “a more cohesive society [or 
community] enjoys higher levels of trust and collaboration” (Marc, A., 2012).  
Other scholars go further, explaining that nations and communities with high levels of 
social cohesion and social capital are in a  good position to recover from conflict and to better  
manage risk (Colletta, Lim, & Keiles-Viitanen, 2001). Relatedly, some characterizations of social 
cohesion include a combination of “the absence of latent conflict … and the presence of strong 
social bonds as measured by levels of trust and norms of reciprocity, the abundance of 
associations that bridge social division” (Kawachi & Berkman, 2000). This conceptualization, in 
part, informs the structure of our measures to investigate perceived risk across many community 
groups’ leaders.  
A general lack of community cohesion, pervasive fear, and lack of trust in services can be 
unintended consequences. Assistance programs operating in conflict-affected communities that 
fail to take into account the activities aimed at building social cohesion--with community leaders 
to navigate and manage daily risks faced by the population--may end up undermining available 
services because these programs become feared, mistrusted, ignored,, unused--and ultimately 
ineffective. 
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Perceptions of  Safety Both In and On the Way to School  
In this section, I link evidence from South Sudan and other contexts to each of the 
perceived risks investigated at school and in the community. I also discuss schools themselves 
and whether traveling to and from these locations  is considered “safe” from the perspective of 
community members and leaders.  
Evidence  shows many negative consequences within the community due to  exposure to 
conflict, including the following: interruption of  schooling, separation of children from their 
families, increase of distress among students, increase in drop-out rates, and some students who  
never  even start school. For  those who do go to school, research also shows  long-term impacts 
on educational attainment (Dabalen & Paul, 2014; Diwakar, 2015; Guariso & Verpoorten, 2019). 
It is well documented that women and girls in South Sudan suffer among the highest levels  in the 
world of physical and sexual violence (Elseberg, 2020) Less studied, however, is how leaders of 
community groups who experience a high frequency of exposure to violence [or risk] locally 
might advise populations on when or even whether or not to attend school at all. In sum, a 
community-level response is needed to address the lack of attention given these consequences 
generated by conflict conditions. 
Perceived Risk at School 
How might perception of risks predict individual and group trust in services to the extent 
that children are considered safe in school and safe to travel to and from school daily? This study 
investigates community perceptions of safety and risk. Overall, too many risks can lead to parents 
being unwilling to send children to school, student apprehension in walking long distances, fear 
caused by rumors about abductions and forced recruitment, or sexual violence perpetrated against 
students. These fears, whether justified or merely perceived, leave a general feeling within the 
community that going to and from school and being in school are both not always safe for 
children, particularly girls. All too often, in South Sudan as elsewhere in high-risk areas, schools 
are targets of attacks (Bennouna et al., 2018; Khan et al., 2018; van Wessel & van Hirtum, 2013).  
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The violence aimed at schools obviously reduces children’s access to education (Burde et 
al., 2017). These obstacles to children being able to benefit from education occur either because 
schools have been destroyed or because  the risk of violence makes parents less likely to send 
their children to what they perceive as an unsafe environment (Burde & Khan, 2016). Peers can 
also influence the environment  inside classrooms, and, as well, the administration of the schools 
may discriminate between boys and girls  in the quality of activities (Mayeza & Bhana, 2016). 
Studies have documented another factor impacting safety: sexual abuse of students by teachers 
(Bhana, 2012; Masehela & Pillay, 2014). Teachers, too, may engage in non-physical yet harmful 
abuse of students, including verbal abuse and gender discrimination (Aluede et al., 2012). Other 
terrifying elements affecting communities in many conflict settings, as in  South Sudan, include 
children and youth  being abducted and forcibly recruited into armed groups and fighting forces 
(Ensor, 2012). Further, rape and sexual abuse are commonly used as weapons of war (Koos, 
2017).  
Perceived Risks in the Community 
Perceptions that school is a safe place may be influenced by factors or situations that 
children find in the  home. Nevertheless, parents are unlikely to send a child to school when there 
is an immediate risk of violence because  fighting is taking place nearby. However, if a child is 
living alone, separated from family, he or she may choose to go to school to be safe. Still, 
perceptions of safety are shaped by experiences, and school may be remembered as an unsafe 
place.  
In many African countries,  collecting firewood and working in the fields are activities 
children and youth undertake as a household chore, but which places  them at risk for violence. 
For example, sexual assault is well-known to be perpetrated against people in these settings. To 
underscore this fact, according to Le Roux and Mokhele (2011), research has shown that school-
level violence in sub-Saharan Africa is  occurs all too frequently. Additionally, widespread 
corporeal punishment is commonplace across Africa (Fakunmoju, 2020), along with the already 
mentioned incidences of  sexual abuse and rape (Elseberg, 2020). While it’s true that many risks 
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at school and in the community are known, relatively little evidence is available that directly 
examines the connection between the prevalence of  fears  of risks and how those fears impact 
primary school enrollment for both girls and boys, especially in those areas  like South Sudan that 
are highly affected by conflict. 
Study of the Context in  Conflict-Affected South Sudan 
Situating this study within the South Sudanese context is critically important to 
understand the focus on risk, social cohesion, and access to education and protection services. 
South Sudan fell into civil war in 2013, only two years after gaining independence from Sudan 
(in 2011) when it became the world’s newest country. Before 2011, the South Sudanese territory 
already had a history of prolonged and recurrent conflict and faced several significant obstacles. 
These challenges included poverty, discord, and lack of national cohesion, along with newly 
developing political institutions and social policies to improve governance and the rule of law. A 
Transitional Constitution of South Sudan, enacted in 2011, established a decentralized three-level 
system of governance: national, state, and local. The Constitution attributed a considerable share 
of self-governance to each of these levels. At the same time, institutions for strengthening the rule 
of law were created to transform the Sudan People's Liberation Movement (SPLM) into a 
professional force and to reintegrate thousands of former soldiers into civilian life.  
South Sudan’s  conflict has both political and ethnic dimensions. Salva Kiir, a Dinka, was 
a military leader of the Sudan People’s Liberation Movement (SPLM) and played a central role in 
South Sudan’s independence. He later became South Sudan’s first president. In December 2013, 
fighting erupted in the capital city of Juba among the SPLM’s leadership. After months of 
political tensions, soldiers loyal to President Salva Kiir confronted those members backing then 
Vice-President Riek Machar, a Nuer. The political conflict reinforced a historical ethnic divide 
between the Dinka and Nuer, and the initial confrontation resulted in a still  ongoing ethnic war 
that often targets civilians from both groups.  
In late December 2013, the UN Security Council authorized sending  6,000 security 
forces and 7,600 UN peacekeepers. In January 2014, both parties signed a Cessation of Hostility 
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Agreement, but one month later, in February, fighting re-erupted in Unity and Upper Nile states 
and reached the state of Jonglei in the subsequent months. Moreover,  in April 2014, there was an 
attack on the compound at the UN’s  Mission in South Sudan (UNMISS)  in the Upper Nile 
states,  and aid workers were assassinated. At this point, approximately 850,000 South Sudanese 
people were temporarily cut off from UN aid. A A number of aid workers were forced to relocate, 
and river and air restrictions hindered the delivery of aid  to  the Upper Nile state. In May 2014, 
parties of the conflict signed the Cessation of Hostilities Agreement and the Agreement to 
Resolve the Crisis in South Sudan. Nevertheless, fighting continued in Jonglei, Unity, and Upper 
Nile. Although a  second agreement was signed in August 2015,  conflict resumed three months 
later.  
By early 2016, the conflict had spread beyond the Upper Nile state. In July of that year 
fighting broke out in Juba, and since then, violence has spread to the rest of the country. The 
hostilities were  so widespread that in November 2016, the UN warned that the escalation of 
violence could turn into “outright ethnic war”  and genocide. Throughout 2016, violence  
continued to flare up, prompting the departure of aid agencies.This departure followed the rape 
and murder perpetrated by South Sudanese forces against national and international aid workers. 
Subsequently, the Equatoria regions, located in the southern areas of South Sudan, which had 
been largely left out of the conflict, were brought into the fighting. There, communities were  
subjected to violence, causing over a million people to be displaced into Uganda, which in turn 
led to an increase in fighting between the South Sudanese factions.  
In September 2018, another peace agreement was signed, and over the year, South Sudan 
saw a reduction in overall violence. However, another catastrophe occurred in March 2020,  when 
the onset of COVID-19 caused the government to close schools nationwide. These closures 
pushed more than 1.5 million  children out of school. The government implemented  broadcasting 
school curricula via radio and at the same time conducting community risk communications. 
These programs are still underway, but school reopening is not planned before Spring 2021. 
Simultaneously, and tragically, increasing incidents of violence have reemerged.  
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Method 
Quantitative methods were used to test the following hypotheses:  
1) Perceived community-level risks will contribute to social cohesion;  
2) Higher community perceived risks will predict lower primary school enrollment for boys and 
girls. 
Data Source 
 The data used in this analysis were collected in 2018 as part of a larger mixed methods 
study of war-affected communities in collaboration with UNICEF in South Sudan. The larger 
study purposely included participants involved in an education project implemented by UNICEF 
and international and national NGOs in the same locations. Their efforts were to capture general 
information about how educational and protection systems were working and how learners and 
their fellow community members cope in a multiple-risk environment.  
More broadly, the study  analyzed the relationship between humanitarian and 
development assistance programs and determined which program activities  help communities 
become most resilient. In other words, the study sought to determine what support helped the 
population overcome the shock of violent incidents  so that the next time an incident occurs, the 
community will be better prepared to minimize any negative impacts.The  study’s results pointed 
out how important it is to understand why violence is happening, which population groups (e.g., 
ethnic, linguistic or political) were in conflict with one another, and what major shifts took place 
over the course of the fighting. Analyzing the details of the conflict informed programs working 
to improve  communities’ propensity to trust one another, freely interact and jointly plan ways to 
stay safe and thereby showing a capacity for being socially cohesive. Two distinct datasets from 
the above-mentioned larger study were then used to analyze predictors of estimated primary-
school enrollment across the most highly conflict-affected communities receiving education 
services. 
 The focus of my analysis was to understand how community-level perceived risk impacts  
estimated enrollment in education classes.  The first data set was generated from a survey 
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administered with 111 community members and leaders across 27 peri-urban and urban areas, 
averaging 2–3 community respondents per site in Central and Western Equatoria, Lakes, Jonglei, 
and Upper Nile states. The second data set was drawn from site-based collections of estimated 
enrollment for girls and boys reported by head teachers, school directors, or other education 
personnel researchers encountered in the locations visited.. Sources, such as school registries, 
attendance sheets, and school records, were provided by school-based personnel on site in front of 
the researchers and given to them by hand at the time of data collection. Reports estimated 
enrollment by displacement status, grade, type of learning, and sex in 2016 and 2017 in raw 
numbers. The estimates were then viewed in relation to population figures for school-aged 
children living in the location (EMIS, 2008), who typically would attend primary school. A 
percentage was calculated, based on the local estimate, and the population for primary-level 
school-aged children. 
Site 
Despite being rich in natural resources and having fertile lands, 80% of South Sudan’s 
11.7 million people are income-poor, with 7.5 million in need of humanitarian assistance. Some 
2.2 million South Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers are currently living in neighboring 
countries, with 1.6 million who remain internally displaced. This protracted complex 
humanitarian crisis is driven by a combination of the following: climatic hazards, weak 
governance, multi-layer conflict, and disease outbreaks including COVID-19 (ACAPS, 2020). 
The most conflict-affected states were identified for this study: namely, Central and Western 
Equatoria, Lakes, Jonglei, and Upper Nile states. 
Upper Nile state is home to Shilluk, Dinka, and Nuer ethnic groups, and to a lesser 
extent, Berta, Burun, Dajo, and Mabani.  Counties are  dominated by particular groups (BCSSAC 
et al., 2012a; UNMIS, 2010c) where  approximately 75% of the population lives in rural areas. 
For 68% of those who are six years and older and have never been to school, there is a 26% 
poverty rate and 54% literacy rate.   
Central Equatoria includes Juba, the state capital, and is host to many returnees from 
neighboring states and countries. Overall, in the region there are 14 ethnic groups, including Bari, 
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Mundari, Kakwa, Lokoya, Pajali, and Makaraka (UNMISS, 2010b,), with 65% of the population 
living in rural areas (lower than in many other states) and the highest population density. There is 
a 44 % poverty rate and 44% literacy rate. In 2008–09, those residents 15 and older reported a 
literacy rate of 44%, while 42% of those aged six and older had never been to school.  
Western Equatoria’s population is roughly 620,000 (SSCCSE, 2009), with ethnic groups 
that include Azande, Avokaye, Balanda Baka, Beli, Fertit, Moru, and Mundu (UNMIS, 2010e). 
Approximately 84% of the population lives in rural areas, with a poverty rate of 42%. In 2008–
09, people aged 15 and older reported a literacy rate of roughly 33%, while 52% of those aged six 
and older had never been to school.  
For this study, the sites were selected across locations that were the most highly conflict-
affected locations, where education is delivered through both government-supported and non-
governmental organizations, comprising basic education services targeting primary grades 1–8 for 
children living in those sites. Over 200,000 people who are displaced internally and who live in 
six displaced camps administered by the UN referred to as “protection of civilian camps” (POCs), 
are included in this study and are said to be sites where the most severely conflict-affected 
children in South Sudan live.  
Sample 
The data for this study was collected in 27 school communities in five states and across 
111 different community members in those selected areas. Criteria for inclusion comprise the 
following: numbers of persons internally displaced from their homes; high levels of fear for their 
lives; number of incidents of violence perpetrated from the outside; number of killings, maiming, 
incidents of sexual violence; child recruitment into armies; denial of humanitarian assistance All 
of these figures are reported monthly by the United Nations Monitoring Mechanism for Reporting 
(MRM South Sudan, 2018) on human rights abuses. 
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TABLE 1. SCHOOL SAMPLE DESCRIPTION AND ENROLLMENT ESTIMATES 
OVER 2 YEARS















Central Equatoria Munuki 2 70% primar
y 1
319 329 367 320
Kator 5 2 248 125 726 524
Rajaf 1 3 378 284 318 229
Juba 3 4 150 110 310 305
Western Equatoria Yambio 2 80% primar
y 5
0 0 0 0
Gangura 1
6
495 398 583 44
0
Angasu 1 7 403 313 398 320
Upper Nile Malakal 1 90% primar
y 8
790 765 727 68
8
Central 2 9 240 217 262 240
Northern 1 10 187 193 180 185
Jonglei Bor 3 90% primar
y 11
518 344 562 393
Langbar 1 12 410 316 537 399
Lakes Puluk 2 70% primar
y 13
506 330 396 330





0 0 0 0
Total 27
16
350 248 169 161
Note 17 0 0 109 130
18 454 497 356 357
19 316 247 530 393
20 0 0 0 0
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Decreasing enrollment from 2016–2017 across highly conflict-affected areas is notable as 
war spread in those years through Western Equatoria, in particular, and displacement occurred 
across all states. Local community leaders and members were chosen, utilizing purposive 
sampling. Across each site, interviews were conducted with traditional and religious leaders, 
women’s and youth group representatives, education personnel, parents, and service providers in 
the community.  
21 587 285 808 332
22 896 318 750 179
23 606 116 609 119
24 0 0 0 0
25 0 0 274 177








TABLE 2. COMMUNITY MEMBER TYPE AND STATE SAMPLE DESCRIPTION









School personnel 17 6 4 4 7 38
Education official 4 1 1 1 1 8
Religious/faith 
leader
5 0 3 2 1 11
Women’s leader 3 1 2 0 1 7
Traditional leader 1 0 2 1 0 4
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Study Procedures 
The study data was collected over June and July 2017. Five of the six states had teams of 
3–4 South Sudanese assessors. A sixth state, Benitu, was excluded from the study due to security 
concerns experienced by  the team when traveling to the site. All assessors attended a seven-day 
training on data collection processes, principles of limiting bias, and methods for data recording. 
This training was led by an internationally trained researcher, with support from the author.  
Before the data collection began, ample time was given to the assessors to practice their learned 
skills in a pilot location in the capital city, Juba. Each data collector held a two-year or four-year 
degree from Juba University, and possessed language skills in their assigned data collection site. 
They each had participated in 1–3 prior data collection exercises, and were knowledgeable about 
the culture and the history of conflict in the country.  
The Ministry of Education in Juba, South Sudan, reviewed and approved all data-
collection tools, and served as a local Institutional Review Board (IRB), prior to the use of these 
tools in the field locations. Assessor teams were provided with Ministry of Education letters-of-
support to facilitate  entry into communities. Upon arrival at each school-community, the 
assessors were met by UNICEF staff to identify safe and non-public locations to undertake 6o-
minute, in-depth interviews with a range of  preselected leaders within the community. The 
selection of leaders was  based on the following criteria: they serve in a leadership community 
role, are knowledgeable of education services available to children and youth, and currently live 
in the local community.  
Youth leader 7 1 2 3 2 15
Community 
member
0 0 0 0 1 1
Partner 
organizations
1 0 1 2 0 4
Parents 23 0 0 0 0 23
Total 61 9 15 13 13 111
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Before the data collection, support resources were identified at community-level to 
support any community member who might  feel any distress from taking part in the in-depth 
interview. All interviewees were given the option to decline participation at any point. Questions 
posed had a predetermined set of response categories, alongside space for additional reflections or 
information to be written after each question. When questions posed were about perceptions of 
risks found in the community, at school, or in the vicinity of the school, those questions focused 
on t attacks on education. that included specific incidents, such as sexual violence against 
students or teachers in schools, abduction from school or forced recruitment of strudents into the 
military and other types of violence. In addition, areas of danger in the community, extended 
family, or others who threaten harm, as well as routes to-and from school being risky, facilities 
(e.g., unlocked latrines or non-sex-disaggregated) or other dangers.  
     Additionally, a form was filled out by either the head teacher, school director, or other 
education personnel, estimating the enrollment of boys and girls in the current (2017) and past 
year (2016) in each school/learning center across all 27 sites. As such, these numbers were then 
triangulated with national, state-level, and local enrollment statistics publicly available and 
averaged. All data collection tools were translated into the local language and then translated into 
English to ensure against any misunderstanding of key concepts. 
Measures 
Risks at School and in Communities 
 In this study, I examine perceived risks—specifically, those found at school, in 
communities, traveling between home and school, and on general safety for those children who 
are going to school facilities. The survey on perceived “at school” risk posed  questions with 
answer choices for community members to confirm or add new information. The survey choices 
were drawn from prior research surveys conducted in emergency settings and adapted for the 
education sector in South Sudan. Questions included queries about the following: known 
educational barriers in South Sudan and elsewhere (UNICEF, 2008; USAID, 2015; INEE, 2010; 
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UNICEF, 2017) that include unsanitary conditions resulting in health concerns, child labor during 
the school day, sexual violence perpetrated while at school by teachers, peers, or other education 
personnel,  threats of being abducted or forcibly recruited while in school, unsafe school 
buildings, as well as  an open “write in” option for community members to contribute additional 
risks. 
Other perceived risks that occurred  more broadly in the community were also examined. 
Such exposure to risk or violence in the community included attacks on education (Global 
Coalition Protecting Education from Attack, 2018), which involved destruction of schools, 
looting materials, killing or maiming teachers or students, occupying school buildings, and risks 
while collecting firewood, or farming, risks when  enroute to and from school, or  in the home of 
immediate family, extended family residences, or in recreational areas in and around school 
facilities. Finally, specific questions about the perception of a student being safe at school and on 
their way to school were posed separately to ascertain the general climate of risk in the 
community and level of trust associated with children’s enrollment in local education services.. At 
the end of each question with response categories, a prompt was made for community leaders and 
members to add additional information related to their understanding of risk, or any other 
observation they wished to share.  
 Risks against children, teachers, and education personnel are commonplace in South 
Sudan. Schools themselves are frequent targets  for destruction. According to a recent Education 
Cluster Needs Assessment (2017), one in three schools have been destroyed since the start of the 
most recent war in 2013 (UNICEF). Thus, the level of fear, confirmed risks, and generalized 
exposure to violence, were all understood to influence community decision-making on whether or 
not to  send children and youth to school. Or, alternately, out of fear,  whether or not to keep the 
children at home for protection.  
Measuring Perceptions of Social Cohesion  
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Elements of perceived risk provide a general construct for social cohesion in this study. 
We see  that discord and lack of harmony inhibit children’s access to services due to the high 
perception of insecurity. Neither girls, boys, nor teachers can travel safely through communities, 
unable to proceed to and from schools consistently, or attend class regularly.  Attacks against 
villages and schools, occurances of sexual violence, and displacement caused by occasional 
forced recruitment into armed groups-- all of these events,whether isolated or in combinatation, 
present  a picture of dis-cohesion within the local community. 
This survey  examines local, community-held views on the extent of risks at school and 
in the community. We determine a general attitude concerning safety in order  to paint a picture of 
micro-level social cohesion.  The survey is derived from an internationally sourced survey 
adapted by UNICEF and MSI for South Sudan. The questionnaire has been used over the last 15 
years in emergency contexts worldwide (UNICEF, 2018) and the set of questions focusing on 
risk, conceptually, as part of a larger whole,  describes a sense of discord or disorganization. 
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TABLE 1: FACTOR ANALYSES OF PERCEIVED RISKS
Perception of Risks in the community last 
year (2016)
Factor 
 Loading Excluded 
yes/no
Attacks on schools 0.638 N
Abductions or forced recruitment 0.557 N
Sexual violence (harassment, abuse, rape) 0.588 N
Natural hazards (e.g., famine, flooded areas) NA Y
Ongoing violence in/around schools 0.432 N
Perception of Risks in the community in current year (2017)
Attacks on schools 0.730 N
Abductions or forced recruitment 0.594 N
Sexual violence (harassment, abuse, rape) 0.581 N
Natural hazards (e.g., famine, flooded areas) NA Y
Ongoing violence in/around schools 0.528 N
Risks at school (2017)
Health risks from unsanitary conditions NA NA Y
Child Labor NA NA Y
Being sexually abused or exploited 0.353 0.770 N
Schools vulnerable to attack or targeting 0.890 0.534 N
Schools are a potential site for recruitment or 
abduction
0.644 0.768 N
Unsafe buildings NA NA Y
Risks in the community (2017)
When collecting firewood/farming in fields NA NA Y
On their way to or from school 0.484 0.571 N
With immediate family 0.596 0.627 N
With extended family 0.775 0.848 N
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Correlations and Factor Analyses  
 A list of seventeen risks seen here in Table 4, shows the types of risks that serve as 
indicators of social cohesion in the study. A first group of five  risks were investigated by our 
asking community members and leaders  for their perception of these risks at present ( 2017)  and 
a year earlier (2016).  Similarly, community perceptions of risk were expressed by community 
members and leaders when they considered a second group of six risks found  in schools. Finally, 
the researchers elicited responses from community members on a  final group of six risks.The 
purpose of risk factor analysis in our study was to reduce these seventeen individual risks into a 
fewer number of perspectives.  In the study, community members and leaders were asked about 
how they perceived the seventeen different risks listed in Table 4. Each risk is considered an 
“item” in the  survey administered by researchers. I then conducted exploratory factor analysis to 
simplify data, and reduced  the number of items in  regression models. The  term “item” is 
referring to the risk as described in column one of Table 4 and in column three, you see which 
factors were excluded from the list;  the reason for the exclusion  is explained, in part, below. 
 Factor loadings are also shown here for each item, and   the correlation coefficient for the 
variable and factor. Here we see the factor loading in column two for each risk described. The 
factor loading  shows the variance explained by the variable on that particular factor. As a rule of 
thumb, 0.7 or higher factor loading represents that the factor extracts sufficient variance from that 
variable. The sample size N=111 was  not large enough to conduct a factor analysis for all the 
items together;rather, it was done for each item as a potential predictor of social cohesion. After 
excluding the below mentioned items with low loadings, the results of factor analyses for most 
components were good. Notably, those excluded were natural hazards, unsafe buildings, the 
activity of collecting firewood and/or farming in the fields, and child labor. These items were all 
After dark 0.643 0.648 N
During recreational play 0.744 0.848 N
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items excluded from the overall measure of social cohesion within the community, at school, and 
in the community.  
During the interviews, there was some misunderstanding by our interviewees of what we 
term “natural hazards.”  Annual flooding is part of regular life in South Sudan and was not seen as 
a risk or ‘hazard’ per se; thus, understandably this may not have been considered by the Sudenese 
as a different or worrisome risk that might affect decisions concerning  children going to school 
or affecting even regular activity in the community. Similarly, child labor was not easily 
understood by our researchers as it is commonplace for children under 18 to work at home or in 
the field, even when attending school. The item ‘unsafe buildings’ was less relevant to our inquiry  
than other items given that nearly 80% of schooling in South Sudan is conducted outside or 
in make-shift settings (not in buildings). These environments are constructed with local 
materials, particularly in the most conflict-affected zones of the country and exist inside the 
Protection of Civilian (POCs), where our data were collected.  
Finally, the last excluded item proposed to examine ?? the activities of  collecting 
firewood/farming in fields. These categories were  confusing to our interviewees  because  they 
take place in two separate locations and would normally present different levels of risk for girls as 
opposed to risk for boys. For example, girls are known to be at great risk collecting firewood, due 
to high rates of sexual violence during these trips (cite). Furthermore, boys do not collect 
firewood. Therefore, this was not a relevant category  to include in this measure.However,  
farming in the fields can be risky for boys and girls, while boys were more often described as 
taking part in this activity. Boys and girls working in the field may not be going to school; 
nevertheless, some do, in fact,work in fields and also attend school. Regardless of these caveats,  
the item was excluded because there were two separate activities and each was gender-specific. 
In addition,  “risks at school” do not predict lower estimated school enrollment. This risk 
category included three items: schools being vulnerable to attack, students being vulnerable to 
being sexually abused or exploited; schools being a potential site for recruitment or abduction.  
 20
Three other items were dropped from the construct: health risks from unsanitary 
conditions; child labor; and unsafe buildings. Results of our analysis show that ‘‘risks in the 
community” do not predict lower estimated enrollment in school, and this risk category included 
six items: the activities of collecting  firewood or farming in fields; travel to and from school; 
risks posed by immediate family, risks posed by extended family; vulnerability after dark; and 
risks during recreational play. 
The predictors that impact estimated enrollment for girls include the following:: 
perception of community risk last year; perception of community risk in the present year; 
community risk for girls; school risk for girls. A linear regression model was conducted. The 
results indicate that  the more community risk and school risks that exist  for girls, the lower their 
rate of school enrollment.  
Model 2 used a dependent variable:estimated enrollment for boys. Predictors include the 
following: perception of community risk last year; perception of community risk in the present 
year; community risk for boys; school risk for boys. In summary, this analysis showed  that 
the more community risk for boys and girls, the lower their rate of school enrollment. 
Findings 
Research questions: 1) What potential components of perceived risk can be indicators of 
social cohesion? 2). Is primary school enrollment associated with components of social cohesion 
and does  gender influence this association? 
TABLE 4: PREDICTORS OF ENROLLMENT IN EDUCATION
Predictors Beta p 95.0% Confidence 
Interval
Girls 0.01 0.98 -0.96 0.99
Safety traveling between home and school 0.13 0.23 -0.22 0.89
Safety at school -0.07 0.46 -0.84 0.38
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The resulting predictors in my regression analysis found risks in the community to be 
statistically significant with enrollment in education. Above, in Table 4 you can see the predictors, 
coefficients, p values and significance, at a  95% confidence interval. This study analyzed survey 
data from community members’ and leaders’ perceived risks for girls and boys collected to 
identify potential indicators of social cohesion. Further, the collection of data allowed us to 
 examine the association between indicators of social cohesion (i.e., safe traveling between home 
and school, overall safety in school, perceived risks at school, risks in the community) and 
estimated enrollment rates for children in 27 conflict-affected communities in South Sudan. Each 
“predictor” comprised a set of questions related to risk, which  followed factor analyses, 
constructed and grouped by the type of risk in the community and at school. Finally, when 
constructing a model that brought girls and boys together, I did not see any correlation to gender 
in these predictions.  
Survey data analyzed from the community leaders and members was used to identify and 
qualify any association between perceived risks and estimated enrollment rates for girls and boys. 
Each ‘predictor’ was constructed from questions related to risks (defined by a set of questions and 
response categories).  These questions were followed by factor analyses, grouped by type of risk 
in the community. Regression analysis yielded the results summarized in Table 4.  
Risks at school 0.08 0.44 -0.55 1.25
Risks in the community -0.21 0.06 -1.30 0.01
State traveling*gender -0.13 0.45 -1.05 0.46
*Safety at school*gender -0.04 0.82 -0.97 0.77
Risks at school* gender 0.10 0.50 -0.78 1.59
Risks in the community* gender -0.07 0.53 -0.43 0.22
R2=0.09
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First, the analysis found significant results of community risks that predicted estimated 
enrollment. On the other hand, risks at school were insignificant. Analysis revealed that  safe 
travel between home and school, as well as overall safety in school, did not predict estimated 
enrollment. The model combined genders and found no correlation; thus, the model is not  
influenced by gender. 
The resulting low R2 may be explained by combining genders within the measure rather 
than separating the analyses by boys or girls., Also, the small sample size may have led to limited 
effects. In the future,  using a multilevel regression model, (analyzing community members’ 
perspectives of risk and resultant enrollment) may be more effective.    
Ethical Consideration and Reflexivity 
 Drawing upon individual people and whole groups  as sources for data pose some 
important ethical considerations, particularly in conflict-affected settings. More importantly, 
researchers must give consideration to the safety of participants when asking about  controversial 
topics if their views are directly attributed. As a researcher and analyst, I acknowledged my own 
role, objectives, and relationship to the study, as well as considered the ramifications  of my 
nationality, language ability, and position.. Undeniably, my experiences as an American female, 
international development practitioner, and current member of a donor organization (USAID), 
whether implicitly or explicitly, impacted my position and perspective as I collected, reviewed, 
and analyzed data for this study. 
 Recognizing the disadvantages of my “insider” position as a researcher,  I must consider 
that I may have an inherent and unknowing bias or I may be overly sympathetic to the South 
Sudanese culture and problems that face children and youth (especially after my working in the 
country for many years). Additionally,  I recognize that others may  hesitate to raise provocative 
questions because of my position, or  think I may have better insider knowledge than they do 
(which may not be accurate).  
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To address these limitations as an “insider,” I chose not to be present in data collection 
moments in field locations to avoid the impact that my nationality could have on the free 
expression of local community members’ views. In data processing and the analysis that was 
conducted, in part,  together with the researchers, I recognized I may be seen as a threat, 
possessing power over future decisions concerning local funding. Some respondents may have 
answered inaccurately in hopes of continued benefits. Therefore, I carefully considered when and 
when not to join in-person discussions, hoping to limit participant bias.  
In my efforts to stay “behind the scene,” I included South Sudanese researchers as leaders 
in data processing. I always valued their views and continuously triangulated results and 
interpretations with national and international agency staff and other experts to limit error and 
consistency bias. In each step of the research, I made the effort to take  a back seat role. I clearly 
explained my  aim to have respondents provide their own reflections, insights, and data, 
uninfluenced by my presence. My questions were adapted to promote  open-ended answers (after 
all questions and at the end of the survey).I also provided these types of questions in focus group 
discussions on language. I rigorously checked and double-checked what certain terms and words 
may signify to respondents, beyond the basic translating into local language and back translation 
into English.  
 Furthermore, I acknowledge some advantages to my “insider” position, such as having 
ready  access to the culture for my study by spending many months working in South Sudan 
during the research period. I also had the advantage of  asking more meaningful and insightful 
questions due to having prior knowledge of the culture, because I  worked for more than a decade 
as a practitioner (at a distance) on education and child protection issues in South Sudan.  
Another advantage I had in my research was  having worked in similar conflict zones, 
which reduced and sometimes  removed entirely  the potential disorientation due to “culture 
shock,” something an uninitiated  researcher might experience in such extremely insecure, 
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violent, desperate, and often alarming living conditions. In sum, I recognize that due to my 
position, I had an easier time than many researchers might have to gain  access and the 
opportunity to collect data and information that might otherwise not be available. 
Study Limitations 
When considering the research findings, certain limitations should be noted. This 
research presents a comprehensive description and discussion of the ways in which education and 
protection sectors assist or exacerbate community-level risks. Recognizing the dual role, or as 
Sartarelli (2000) posits, the “two faces” of education [and other assistance programs] we also find 
our study shows  positive and negative roles education is perceived to play. Specifically, the study 
includes a discussion of the sectors’ negative contributions to inequality and conflict, as well as 
the sector’s positive effects, such as equity and social cohesion in South Sudan.  
Although I enjoyed a certain level of accessibility to data and other information, we 
should note that, nevertheless,  limitations to data gathering and its reliability are always 
challenging in South Sudan. I made every effort to address these limits. The validity of the data 
was strengthened by the triangulation of data and methods, through the inclusion of diverse 
perspectives (e.g., sector experts, NGOs on the ground, government officials, traditional leaders, 
women, youth, teachers, students), and I consulted with all of these resources across multiple 
sites.  
Data collection was complemented with literature and policy reviews in South Sudan  so 
that I  could situate the study historically; however the complex crisis situations yield multiple 
and, at times, opposing views. My  research presented here is not an assessment or evaluation of 
the outcomes of particular education or other policies or programs, but rather presents a deep 
description of locations and characterizations of risk. This study is meant to demonstrate how the 
level of social cohesion is informed by trust and relationships, as perceived by community 
members. Further, I seek to show whether or not these relationships can influence the pathways to 
resilience, recovery, and eventual peace. The study is limited to establishing an association 
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between perceived risk and school enrollment.Further research is required to address broader 
concepts.  
While the research sites represent diverse geographic, demographic, and conflict-affected 
contexts, site selection was determined by the level of ongoing violence and accessibility  to sites 
during the fieldwork period and should not  be considered as representative of the entire country. 
Data was collected both in government-held and opposition-held areas to ensure an equitable 
representation of sites across the country. However, neither data set is representative of the full 
portion of government-held  nor opposition-held territories. Interviews with representatives of 
organizations working in opposition-held communities provided crucial insight into challenges 
they face,, such as various challenges to access, illustrated specifically by the incident when we 
needed  to cancel a full research site due to security concerns. Education and the provision of  
protection services, as well as governance in these areas, no doubt  is markedly different from 
other areas in South Sudan.  
The  study sites had common demographics in and outside of the protection of civilian 
sites. However, it is important to note,  a significant diversity of experiences and perspectives 
within communities in South Sudan obviously shaped the responses provided by research 
participants. Moreover, this diversity of experiences also limited our ability to  generalize the 
findings. Perceptions, experiences, and expectations concerning education and protection services 
may differ widely among  ethnic, linguistic, religious, geographic, or economic communities. We 
found attitudes concerning education and protection services differed between two groups: 
1.Returning South Sudanese post-the Comprehensive Peace Agreement of 2005 and post-
independence in 2011 (coming from East Africa, Sudan, North America, or Europe); and, 2.  
Those South Sudenese who have remained continuously  in South Sudan.  
Additionally, as in all research, some participants may have provided answers they think 
the researchers expected. In order to address this limitation, measures were taken to ensure 
confidentiality and anonymity. These steps were explained to each participant. Finally, efforts 
were made to maximize the participants’ sense of safety and comfort during interviews by 
sourcing support agencies who could intervene if  an interviewee experienced distress; also, if  a 
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participant expressed any hesitation about audio recording, researchers took only hand-written 
notes rather  during the interview. Participants were assured that they could leave at any 
point,with no repercussions. 
Discussion 
What is the relationship between school enrollment and community-level perception of 
risks? Further, how does that relationship affect social cohesion? Other scholars have pointed to a 
growing evidence base demonstrating strong links between conflict and education (and other 
social services) in fragile settings that reinforce results in this study and also guide what programs 
can be emphasized to mitigate the negative impacts conflict has on children. For example, we 
know children who experience severe and prolonged exposure to risk can develop a “toxic stress” 
response that damages brain development, and which harms a child’s overall health, behavior, 
relationships and ability to learn for years or decades following the stressful events (Shonkoff, et 
al., 2012).  
When I refer to community perceptions, the term “community”  is meant to describe  any 
group of individuals who  share common interests, identify with one another, have a common 
culture, and participate in shared activities (Fellin, 1995). Among a community’s many functions, 
important responsibilities include supporting the growth of individual children and youth, and to 
regulate and facilitate their access to education and protection activities.   Nevertheless, a 
community may  prevent its members [children] from accessing needed services by deciding who 
receives  services first, later, or ever. Interpretation of risk can impact whether community leaders 
promote school attendance,  although parents likely have the most influence on whether or not 
children will attend school.  
A notable limitation to investigating the link between conflict and education occurs when 
children who feel unsafe—or whose parents perceive school to be unsafe—are  likely not enrolled 
in school. This situation makes understanding the link between conflict and student learning more 
difficult.   
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 Conversely, teaching children ways to manage risk at school (e.g., teaching social and 
emotional skills) and providing opportunities for parents and community members to identify 
where risks are highest for their children can improve perceptions of safety and increase access to 
educational environments. The school environments that include nurturing teachers, and other 
caregivers, have been shown to help reduce or reverse the detrimental effects of toxic stress 
(Durklak et al., 2011). Building children’s social and emotional (“soft skills”) in conflict-affected 
communities can increase community cohesion and stability, as well as  promote non-violent 
conflict resolution. 
A related question the study raises is how do community-level perceptions of social 
cohesion vary within  schools or within communities? The answers  show a strong relationship 
between high risks present in communities (resulting in lower social cohesion) and lower 
enrollment rates for children.. Where trends show higher perceived risks of sexual violence, and 
militia recruitment for both girls and boys,  lower estimated attendance and enrollment rates 
result. Particularly notable is where higher risks in communities are present, both at school and in 
the vicinity of schooling, lower enrollments are predicted.. However,  in communities actual 
enrollment  lowers significantly.  
Given that the data presented is quantitative, we see that an association exists between 
variables related to risk in the community. However, the data  does not go further to explain why  
the underlying motivations behind higher perceptions of risk in communities are associated with 
lower enrollment levels. Yet,  we do know that cultural norms in South Sudan tend to favor 
sending boys rather than  girls to school. This situation arises because of necessary household 
chores, domestic roles, and general discriminatory practices that do not support girls’ education. 
Thus, these findings suggest  trends and generalizations that need further explanation. 
Recent evidence reinforces our study’s findings of  risks associated with enrollment in 
school and goes even further to point out children’s social, emotional, and cognitive development 
is itself  at risk of developing  a “toxic stress” response that damages brain development, which 
harms a child’s overall health, behavior, relationships and ability to learn for years or decades 
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following the stressful events (Shonkoff, et al., 2012). Other scholars focused on what activities 
can be included in education programs  for teachers to reverse or manage negative effects of 
exposure to [risk]violence in the classroom and communities (e.g. teaching social and emotional 
skills). Evidence suggests nurturing teachers, and other caregivers, have been shown to help 
reduce or reverse the detrimental effects of toxic stress (Durklak, et al., 2011) and can do so when 
they better understand community perceptions of  risks. Finally,  building children’s social and 
emotional or “soft skills,” in conflict-affected communities can also increase community cohesion 
by equipping children to self-manage risk and bring greater overall stability to the community. 
Conclusion 
The present study found that community-level perceptions of risk serve as components of 
broader social cohesion in communities.   Evaluated as both individual and community leaders’ 
collective perceptions of high risk in the community predicts lower enrollment in education. This 
situation reflects a bonding between family, individuals, and communities. In other words, the 
results confirm that perceived risks and estimated enrollments are inversely associated.  
Both informal relationships and formal service provision help communities recover from 
dramatic change, sustain their adaptability, and support new growth (Unger, 2011).   By  studying 
a sample of highly conflict-affected communities in South Sudan, we see that community 
members’ collective perceptions of weak social cohesion indicates that girls and boys are unlikely 
to enroll and attend school, even when schools are open and available in the community.  
One path to increasing effectiveness of education and social cohesion in conflict-affected 
communities would be to extend  education programs beyond in-school activities, which are 
mostly  focused on content in the classroom, safety at school, or traveling to and froms school. 
Rather, working on risk prevention in the broader community may bring higher numbers of 
children and youth to enroll in schools and learning centers, despite the ongoing threats of  
exposure to violence. Building ways to bring community leaders, parents, school personnel, and 
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young people closer together could  lead to increased community acceptance of education and 
thereby ensure future enrollments in school.  
When community leaders and parents better understand the nuances and  various 
obstacles girls face compared with the different risks to boys, this expanded knowledge may 
reduce at-school, as well as  in-community risks. Alternatively, raising awareness of risks and 
ways to mitigate them through peacebuilding, conflict mitigation, and the development of 
individual competencies,  including empathy, self-protection, sense of control, and perseverance , 
would no doubt be worth exploring in education programs to promote school enrollment, even in 
conflict affected areas.. Formal [education or other] programs can help ensure [that] young people 
and their families [...can]sustain themselves when less formal networks have broken down 
because of mass migration, violence, or natural disasters (Wieling & Mittal, 2008). 
In conflict-affected South Sudan, the resilience capacities of community leaders, families, 
and educators still exist that can be identified, assessed, leveraged, and strengthened if a sound 
risk analysis is prioritized. Finally, when programs that promote social cohesion and social capital 
are evaluated, the results show positive outcomes. Many studies at the community level are more 
recently refocusing attention on the social ecological processes that predict healthy development 
in people [including children] despite exposure to crises. (Ungar, 2011; Fraser, et al., 2004; 
Smokowski, 2004; Zautra et al., 2008).  
We conclude with a beginning:  Our starting point is that in highly conflict-affected South 
Sudanese communities, educational access, demonstrated by school enrollment, is statistically 
and significantly influenced by the risks perceived by community members in each locality. 
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CHAPTER 2 
COMMUNITY VOICES SHOW HOW PERCEIVED RISKS TO SCHOOL CHILDREN 
AFFECT PRIMARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT IN CONFLICT-AFFECTED COMMUNITIES 
IN SOUTH SUDAN  
Abstract 
This study analyzes qualitative data from 816 voices from across 27 conflict-affected 
communities in South Sudan. The purpose is to understand how perceived risk at the community 
level influences social cohesion through trust in servcies and strength of school-community 
relationships. Furthermore, analysis of the communities’ social cohesion can help develop 
strategies for improving access to education and other child protection services for girls and boys 
affected by conflict. Specifically, we analyzed perceived risks expressed by traditional and 
religious community leaders, as well as  women, youth, educational personnel, and NGO workers 
at schools and in nearby communities and explained how the results have implications for the 
design and implementation of education and other protective interventions. Lastly, strategies are 
discussed to determine how to integrate social cohesion-building activities inside sector-focused 
programs to better l help children and youth in conflict-affected communities in South Sudan and 
elsewhere.  
Introduction 
Conflict, a barrier to education, exacerbates the worldwide situation in which one out of 
every five children (262 million) is categorized as Out-Of-School Children and Youth (OOSCY) 
(UNESCO, 2018). Over 10 % of the world’s children live in conflict zones (UNICEF, 2015), and 
34 % of school-age children who are out-of-school live in areas affected by conflicts and other 
emergencies (UNICEF, 2018). South Sudan’s 2.2 million OOSCY (UNESCO, 2018) contribute to 
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the global figure, and proportionately, has the highest OOSCY rate in the world (these figures are 
from s pre-COVID-19 pandemic calculations).Today, the number of OOSCY has nearly doubled, 
making the need to focus on educational access all the more urgent in South Sudan and elsewhere 
Lack of access to education and other protective services in conflict-affected 
communities stifles progress toward global goals for sustainable development. UNICEF’S 
Sustainable Development Goal (SDG) 4 (Assembly, G., 2015) aims to “ensure inclusive and 
equitable quality education and promote lifelong learning opportunities for all” (UNICEF, 2014). 
However, reaching this goal is all the more difficult in conflict settings. The reality is that more 
children than ever are now displaced and for more extended periods of time, while  
disproportionately lacking access to quality education and other essential protection (INEE, 2019) 
Four-hundred-twenty-million children live in crisis and conflict settings, a notable 30 
million increase since 2016, and a doubling since the end of the Cold War. To overcome lower 
educational access due to conflict, it will be useful to understand how community-level social 
dynamics relate, if at all, to a child’s uptake of services provided in these settings. 
    Few humanitarian or development agencies explicitly address social cohesion 
needs by reducing community-level violence or strategizing to minimize multiple risks; rarely do 
they tackle these issues head-on with their programs. However, some agencies have recently 
taken steps to either implicitly or explicitly describe what healthy social cohesion entails. For 
example, the Danish Refugee Council claims that social cohesion combines “the absence of latent 
conflict and the presence of strong social bonds” (Danish Refugee Council, 2020). The 
international non-profit organization Search for Common Ground notes four components that 
comprise cohesion: social relationships, connectedness, orientation toward a common good, and 
equality.  
In the education sector, social cohesion building is implied by an Inter-Agency Network 
of Education in Emergencies (INEE) Minimum Standards for Education: Preparedness, 
Response, and Recovery (2010) in the education sector (INEE, 2004). INEE comprises a set of 
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organizations, academics, and governments working together to provide global guidance on 
delivering literacy, numeracy, and psychosocial support, among other activities for children and 
youth living amidst armed conflict and other crises. This network established a minimum 
standard for what is expected of education Ministries and the international community to provide 
children in conflict, including “an environment such that a child feels protected and well enough 
during the ongoing conflict to sustain their schooling.” In 2010, updated official INEE guidance 
further stipulated that “learning environments [must] be secure, safe and promote the protection 
and psychosocial well-being of learners, teachers, and other education personnel” (INEE, 2010). 
Without explicit and regular inclusion of the critical components of social cohesion strengthening, 
these needs will often go unaddressed. Furthermore, programs may fall apart, and discord will 
ensue, incited by increased tension due to disagreement among community members’ divergent 
views about whether or not to send children to school.   
According to the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development (2011), a 
cohesive society is “one that works towards the well-being of all its members, minimizing 
disparities and avoiding marginalization and entails fostering cohesion by building networks of 
relationships, trust, and identity between different groups, fighting discrimination, exclusion, and 
excessive inequalities, and enabling upward social mobility.” Without a focus on common 
community goals, misunderstandings or lack of trust in services can result, resulting in barriers to 
enrollment in school or limited uptake of child protection services during conflict and crises. 
Background and Context 
Education and Other Programs Build Social Cohesion 
A community’s perceived risks and dialogue about those risks unveil local priorities and 
expose relationships between different community groups and their level of trust in education and 
other social services. Understanding community-level perceptions of risk, safety, and 
vulnerability is critical for designing and implementing effective assistance programs. A recent 
study of societal relationships in fragile situations suggests the following: “Fragility, violent 
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conflict, and state failure are functions not only of state inability or unwillingness to perform core 
tasks but also of dysfunctional relationships in society that do not permit a state to be formed or 
sustained ... seeing fragility as a problem of relationships in society” (Marc, A., 2012, p. 5).  
In conflict-affected settings, social sector interventions--such as education and protection 
services--identify ways to analyze complex societal factors that underlie community relationships 
to improve program effectiveness (INEE, 2011; Smith, 2005). 
In contrast, when service providers let community perceptions of risk go unexamined, 
this oversight may cause further harm to populations, particularly those with poorly aligned 
programs. For example, in South Sudan, children formerly associated with fighting forces are 
often integrated with other children into schools (as a rehabilitative activity). However, the lived 
experience of perpetrating violence is certainly distinctive from only b exposure to violence. 
Therefore, researchers and providers being able to listen to community members discuss risk and 
their experiences becomes a crucial step in understanding how communities cope with these 
distinctions.  
Recent studies with former child soldiers, combatants, and genocide offenders revealed 
that the perpetration of violence could be felt as exciting, appealing, and fascinating (see, e.g., 
Weierstall et al., 2013; Weierstall et al., 2011). Over the long term, however, these perceptions 
can  reinforce a lack of social cohesion in the community and provoke behaviors that would not 
otherwise be present. For example, for children living amid violence and growing up in repressive 
cultures that  allow impunity, such as South Sudan, researchers see how these conditions strongly 
influence how these children cope with violent cues and develop emotional responses.  
In some cases, as recent studies demonstrate, individuals who develop “appetitive 
aggression” can become  more resilient against developing known symptoms of distress 
(Weierstall et al., 2011).  On the other hand, scholars have pointed out education’s role in bringing 
about community reintegration and individuals’ psychosocial adjustment at the end of war in 
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Sierra Leone, when presenting varied perspectives held by former child soldiers, their caregivers, 
and community members (Betancourt, et. al., 2008). 
How do community leaders in South Sudan perceive the inequalities or injustices they 
experienced? This study addresses the meanings that underlie  perceptions of risk in and around 
school communities in conflict areas. Keeping in mind that studies note that when discriminated 
against, “the sense that one’s group has [lived the discrimination] can motivate an individual to act 
even when that individual would not otherwise have taken action, and even if that person does not 
suffer injustice directly.” (Mark, 2011). While each community leader represents a “group” 
interest, the one-on-one dialogue is not attributed; nevertheless, this dialogue can add 
significantly to research about community-level perceptions of social cohesion, risk, and 
resilience. 
Increasingly in fragile states, either stand-alone analyses or assessments are undertaken at 
the outset of a program to examine the relationship between risk factors and education or other 
social-sector goals for children. Factors perceived by key community leaders that contribute to 
and impede access to learning opportunities, as well as protection, are highlighted, covering 
conflict-affected villages. Qualitative data and its analysis refine and explain prior statistical 
results by exploring the views of the leaders of traditional, religious, women, and youth groups. 
These views focus on social cohesion and serve as a constellation of leaders’ perceptions of risk, 
safety, and vulnerability in the places where they live. 
Bringing to light the perceptions that local community leaders and other community 
members hold highlights what protections are most critical. These views provide salient and 
descriptive details about community leaders’ perceptions of the degree to which social cohesion is 
or is not present in local communities. 
The opportunity to listen to the communities’ voices as they describe their actual 
experiences  as well as their sentiments about risk, safety, and vulnerability, can inform 
educational and other social program approaches and help tailor activities to specific needs.  
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The research questions, in-depth interviews, and focus groups provide information about 
the context that contributes to and impedes access to education and protection services for both 
girls and boys in each community. The questions also reveal which groups of children are 
perceived as the most vulnerable and the degree to which communities can support them. Only 
scant rigorous research exists about South Sudan’s education or protection sectors, and no study 
has investigated the intersection of all three domains: social cohesion, protection, and education.  
These domains will guide the literature review, methodology, and research processes to generate 
new, empirical evidence. 
Study Context: Conflict-affected South Sudan 
Among the nearly 12 million conflict-affected South Sudanese, there are more than two-
and-a-half million internally displaced persons (IDPs), and seven million who are facing food 
insecurity. Like displaced children and families elsewhere, there is also a lack of access to 
essential services and learning opportunities. These barriers result from a multitude of inherent 
issues. The varied challenges facing these displaced people include the loss of family livelihood, 
breakdown of the social fabric and community support systems, and exposure to varying levels of 
direct and indirect violence.  Increased pressure on education and social service systems results 
from hosting IDPs, and negative perceptions of “outsiders,” which exacerbates intergroup tension, 
stigma, (Betancourt, et. al., 2008) and possible harm. These pressures escalate when a growing  
number of people arrive at a community or civilian protection site and seek refuge, assistance, a 
sense of normalcy, and the right to essential services (Nicolai, S. & Triplehorn, C., 2003). 
FIGURE 1: SOUTH SUDAN’S COMPLEX HISTORY OF CONFLICT  
(source: Rapid Education and Risk Analysis, USAID,2017) 
Some root causes of violent conflict in South Sudan include  patterns of marginalization, 
inequity, exploitation, and deliberate underdevelopment. The Anglo-Egyptian colonial period 
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(1899 to 1955) explicitly favored North Sudan,  with  purposefully minimal administrative 
presence, along with negligible infrastructure and resources provided to the country’s southern 
part. In 1956, when Sudan became independent, its southern part was largely excluded from the 
country’s political processes (Johnson, 2003; Young, 2012). Simultaneously, the North tried to 
legitimize and enforce state control and “national” identity by imposing the Arabic language and 
Islamic religion on all people throughout Sudan.  
The 1960s and 1980s saw even closer ties between Sudan and Arab states, including 
Egypt and Saudi Arabia, along with increased promotion of Islamist and Arab nationalist 
ideologies (de Waal, 2007).  In 1955, as a direct result of this political exclusion, economic 
marginalization, and southern exclusion from ‘national’ identity, armed conflict broke out 
between the North and South (Deng, 1995; de Waal, 2007). Other factors contributing to the 
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dispute included the politicization and mobilization of religious, ethnic, and geographic identity 
in conflict with  political and economic power, resources, and opportunities (Johnson, 2003). 
The signing of the 1972 Addis Ababa Agreement resulted in the creation of an 
autonomous southern region, encompassing the Greater Bahr el Ghazal, Equatoria, and Upper 
Nile regions.  Some limited reform and development was also created (Young, 2012). However, 
the northern government revoked the Agreement in 1983, following oil discovery in the South, 
which triggered an armed rebellion against the North (Medani, 2012; Young, 2012).  
The Sudan People’s Liberation Movement/Army (SPLM/A), led by Dr. John Garang, 
emerged as the dominant rebel force fighting for control of land and oil resources in the South 
and North/South border areas. From the 1990s, the United States had supported the SPLM/A, 
which was influenced by American security and counterterrorism agendas (with Sudan 
considered a center of “Islamism” in the Horn of Africa). This support was based on economic 
interests (including oil) and evangelical Christian lobbies. The US provided military support to 
SPLM/A allies, including Ethiopia and Uganda (Autesserre, 2002; de Waal, 2004; Young, 2012). 
Fighting between SPLM/A factions occurred throughout the South. These factions split in 
the early 1990s due to disagreement over leadership and political agendas. The hostilities meant 
that armed groups targeted civilians via mass killings, often along ethnic lines, and diverted or 
blocked humanitarian aid coming from opposition areas (Autesserre, 2002; de Waal, 2013; 
Young, 2012). 
In 2005, following decades of war during which an estimated 2.5 million people died and 
4.6 million were displaced (Knopf, 2013), the Government of Sudan and SPLM/A signed the 
Comprehensive Peace Agreement (CPA). During a six-year transitional period, the Agreement 
focused on power-sharing, oil revenue, and security arrangements. The regional 
Intergovernmental Authority on Development (IGAD) included Ethiopia, Kenya, and Uganda and 
was supported by the US, UK, and Norway.  
The CPA legitimized the SPLM as the ruling party and the official army, while excluding 
other actors. At the same time, the SPLM paid  limited attention to justice, human rights, and 
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reconciliation (Rolandsen, 2011; Young, 2012). Since the CPA, violent conflict has persisted 
across South Sudan, including fighting between government and non-state “rebel” forces, as well 
as intergroup and/or communal conflict, including pastoralist communities.  
Tensions at both national and local levels reflect an inequitable distribution of 
government power and resources (especially oil revenues), as well as inadequate services and 
inequitable economic opportunities (Bennett et al., 2010; Jok, 2014; Young, 2012). Increased 
pressures on land along with  all of these limitations on access, and control of social services have 
resulted from the post-CPA return of over 1.5 million South Sudanese from neighboring 
countries. Also, internal displacement due to internal conflict and natural crises, have been 
occurring since 2005 (Bennett et al., 2010; Pantuliano et al., 2008). 
Education in South Sudan 
Education is one of the most frequently identified priorities--and a source of hope--for 
conflict-affected children everywhere (Stark, 2005). South Sudan’s most recent conflict beginning 
in 2013, has interrupted schooling, destroyed already inadequate school facilities, and worsened 
the extreme shortage of teachers, deterring formerly recruited children from rejoining school 
because of fears of being re-recruited (UNICEF, 2018). The conflict has kept girls out of school 
due to a high risk of sexual violence at o enroute  to and from school, (Murphy et al., 2006a). 
Despite challenges, negotiations on access to education occur at all levels--student, household, 
and community. However, these negotiations are influenced heavily by perceptions of present 
risk. 
More than 70% of the South Sudanese population older than 15 years is illiterate, 60%t of 
whom  are males and 83% are females. Access to education rose considerably after the CPA, from 
.7 million in 2005 to 1.4 million in 2011. Nevertheless,less than half the school-age population 
was enrolled by 2013, and more than 1.17 million children between the ages of three and 18 have 
lost access to education altogether (UNOCHA, 2018). An assessment conducted by the Education 
Cluster between November and December 2016 found that 25% of primary schools were closed; 
31% had been under attack by armed forces or militia groups: 25% of schools were either open-
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air or under a tent or tree: enrollment had dropped by 10% percent; and teacher presence had 
declined by 31%. 
Despite the significant impact of the political crisis on enrollment (as evidenced by 
reports by development partners), the figures produced by the South Sudan Ministry of Education 
and Instruction (MoGEI), also known as 2016 EMIS, show that enrollment has been on the rise. 
These figures indicate that the school-aged population (three to 17 years old) will likely increase. 
The overall number of students recorded in 2013 was 976,225; in 2015, the number was 
1,192,381; and in 2016, the number rose to 1,407,669. The most significant number of primary 
and secondary schools were reported in Yei River State; however, these numbers no longer hold, 
as the state has since experienced fighting, which  forced most of its inhabitants to flee to 
Uganda.  
The Ministry has pointed to some limitations with statistics, noting that insecurity made it 
difficult to conduct comprehensive educational censuses in 2015 and 2016. Moreover, the data 
reflected the pre-July 2016 situation, which means it did not consider school closures and the 
massive displacement of people in the Equatoria region. which  occurred after July 2016.  
In 2015, 36% of classrooms were reported to be permanent structures, with  27% reported 
as semi-permanent. However, in 2009, those numbers were reported as 25% and 29%, 
respectively. Approximately  31% of schools nationally have suffered at least one attack from 
armed forces or have been reported to be under military control. Roads and common routes are 
littered with explosive devices, rendering an additional 300 schools unsafe and abandoned.  
Additionally, textbooks are in short supply, with a pupil-to-textbook ratio of between 1:4 
and 1:9 for primary and secondary school, respectively. Yet, 2016  statistics from MoGEI EMIS 
indicate an increasing number of classrooms, from 18,843 in 2013, 25,303 in 2015,and 26,460 in 
2016. Between 2015 and 2016, South Sudan saw a significant increase in roof-only and open-air 
schools (from 1,429 to 8,340). However, no clear explanation has been offered, such as, whether 
these construction efforts were in “protection of civilian camps” (POCs) or in surrounding 
communities.  Possibly, this increase may result from the massive population displacement, 
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causing the need for an emergency education response to construct non-formal settings to ensure 
learning continuity. 
Methods 
Qualitative methods were used to address the following research questions:  
1) Which perceived community-level risks contribute to social cohesion?  
2) How do community-level perceived risks influence trust and community-school 
relationships? 
 3) Do community-level risks and community-school relationships inform program 
strategies for improving educational access and child protective services?  
Two data sets were analyzed, coded by theme, and interpreted. The first set comprised  
qualitative portions of a quantitative survey involving 111 community leaders and members. The 
second set included  focus group discussions (FDGs) gathered from 705 community frontline 
educators, leaders, young men and women, operational non-governmental organizations (NGOs), 
and others. These discussions included those individuals who have the most on-the-ground 
knowledge about the lived experience in and around different schools (and learning centers) 
operating under extreme conflict conditions.  
Each discussion included groups of six-to-ten participants. Topics covered the following: 
who can access learning opportunities; protection and well-being; school facilities; learning 
environment; and community participation. After collection, the data was corroborated with state 
and national stakeholders that exist outside  the classroom and community. The insights gained 
encapsulated geographical perspectives beyond the school or community. Moreover, the data 
offered knowledge about policies and decision-making from different authorities, such as local 
NGOs, community-based organizations (CBO), and Education, Health, and Youth Ministries. 
Data Sources 
The data used for this 2018 analysis were part of a more extensive mixed-methods study 
of war-affected communities in collaboration with UNICEF, MSI, and their partners in South 
Sudan. 
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More broadly, data were analyzed to clarify the relationship between humanitarian and 
development-assistance programs and the communities’ resilience, in order  to help these 
communities become more conflict resistant. The results  explain the causes, dynamics, and 
trends in the conflict itself and the identified communities’ capacities for social cohesion.  
Two qualitative data sets were analyzed detailing community leaders’ and members’ 
perceptions of risk in and around education sites and other services available to conflict-affected 
children.  
To understand the relationship between community perceptions of risk as part of social-
cohesion building and what role, if any, this relationship plays in children’s and youth’s access to 
TABLE 1: QUALITATIVE SECTIONS OF SURVEY WITH COMMUNITY 



















17 6 4 4 7 38
Education 
official
4 1 1 1 1 8
Religious/
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5 0 3 2 1 11
Women’s 
leader
3 1 2 0 1 7
Traditional 
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1 0 2 1 0 4
Youth 
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7 1 2 3 2 15
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0 0 0 0 1 1
Partner 
organizations
1 0 1 2 0 4
Parents 23 0 0 0 0 23
Total 61 9 15 13 13 111
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education, an analysis of the qualitative data collected was done via a survey with 111 community 
leaders and 705 FDG participants;. This survey included national-level data that was collected via 
focus groups with the national Ministry of Education, in groups consisting of 7–12 employees 
from not only this Ministry, but also from the Ministry of Higher Education, the Ministry of 
Youth, and the Ministry of Health. These individuals participated in three different focus groups 
that met for approximately 90 minutes.  
The remaining FGDs took place with young girls separately from the boys and across 27 
locations.  Other participants included educators and local and state-level NGOs’ staff, all 
working in this study’s areas of interest. They were considered vital informants from agencies 
providing education and protection opportunities, despite the ongoing conflict. Each agency 
included in this research had been working for three years or more in the country. See a  
breakdown by location and FGD group below. 
Site Selection 
Local sites selected for this study met the following criteria: The sites were in conflict-
affected locations where education services exist through government-support and NGOs; these 
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agencies were  providing education services to youth and children who live in those sites; the 
children are in grades one through eight. 
When we consider the general conditions across the country, we recognize that 80%  of 
South Sudan’s nearly 12 million people are income-poor, with 7.5 million in need of humanitarian 
assistance. Some 2.2 million South Sudanese refugees and asylum seekers currently live in 
neighboring countries, and 1.6 million South Sudanese remain internally displaced. This 
protracted, complex humanitarian crisis results from a combination of climatic hazards, weak 
governance, multi-layer conflict, and disease outbreaks, including COVID-19. (ACAPS, 2020). 
As part of this study, we included the most highly conflict-affected states: Central and Western 
Equatoria, Lakes, Jonglei, and Upper Nile. Over 200,000 internally displaced South Sudanese 
people  live in six camps for internally displaced persons (IDPs) called Protection of Civilian 
Camps (POCs). The children in these POCs are considered the most severely conflict-affected 
children in the country and were therefore included in the sample. Illustrating the level of 
insecurity, evidence shows that 72% of women and girls in POC sites have experienced sexual 
violence (Ellsberg, 2020).  
Sample 
The sample included qualitative portions of a quantitative survey that involved 111 
community members and FDGs with 705 total participants from 27 conflict-affected communities 
across South Sudan, as well as discussions at the national, state, and local community levels. The 
participants were those who knew of or participated in education services and experienced 
ongoing armed conflict conditions.  
Study Procedures  
The qualitative data from FDGs with young people and other key informants were 
transcribed from handwritten notes and interview recordings to a Word document. For quality 
assurance, the transcripts were reviewed in comparison with the recordings. All data were entered 
into the database. Data were analyzed systematically to discover themes and patterns, and five 
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key processes were used: coding, data reduction, displaying data, drawing conclusions, and 
verification of the conclusions through the triangulation of data with other sources.  
Bias was discussed and reduced by triangulating the findings among different respondent 
types. Positive and negative outliers were carefully analyzed to detect any potential differences 
among groups and individuals, especially when analyzing FDGs.      
In collaboration with UNICEF and Management Sciences for Health, a cross-case 
analysis was employed. Qualitative software and data entry into basic Excel sheets were used to 
distinguish findings across different study sites. Conclusions were corroborated with existing 
evidence and a range of in-country stakeholders, including representatives from UNICEF, the 
Education Cluster, Protection Clusters, the Ministry of Education, and USAID. 
An advisory group was organized of experts knowledgeable about the South Sudan 
context and education in emergencies  (EiE), and interventions in conflict-affected countries 
worldwide. The advisory group guided the research team every two-to-three weeks throughout 
the study period. Additionally, a portion of the advisory group, researchers, and organizations 
involved in this research met in person for two workshops. The first workshop was held in 
September 2017 in Washington, DC, and the other in October 2017, in Juba, South Sudan. The 
workshops provided  the chance to identify assets, opportunities, challenges, and inter-sectoral 
coordination spaces and interventions, all based on preliminary findings.  
By design, this study does not seek to establish generalizable results representative of 
South Sudan’s broader population. Because  many security threats exist  in South Sudan, it was 
considered a “medium access” environment to relevant stakeholders. Therefore, the findings were 
limited to these types of environments.  
No doubt, some informants may have had an incentive to disclose limited or false 
information. Triangulation of data was used as a key tactic to increase the validity of the findings. 
To the extent possible, local research team members were recruited who had the necessary 
language skills for communicating with a variety of informants. At times, research team members 
required translation services during data collection, and a professional, experienced interpretation 
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firm was hired. The interpreters further added to the gender and linguistic diversity of the data-
collection teams.  
The safety and security of the research team during data-collection processes were of 
paramount concern. Nevertheless, security concerns  hindered the data collection effort. 
Specifically, on June 28, the Bor Community Youth Association threatened Equatorians working 
with international NGOs, UN agencies, and community-based organizations in Bor. The team, 
already in Bor, conducted their check-ins with a security advisor before and following each day’s 
data collection. The team comprised two Equatorians and one Nuer. On July 3, the Bor 
Community Youth Association sent a second threatening letter, reiterating its original warning. As 
a result, the research team in Bor refrained from site visits on July 4, 2017, and remained in their 
hotel. State authorities stepped in quickly to resolve this issue, and the team was able to continue 
with data-collection activities on July 5, 2017. In response to growing tensions in Bentiu, the UN 
had raised the security level from green to gray, and only urgent life-saving activities inside the 
POC site were approved. The team’s original plan to travel to Bentiu on July 12 was first 
postponed and then canceled. 
Data Analysis 
The study’s analysis shows diverse opinions of perceived social cohesion at the 
community level. For example, different groups, such as education personnel or authorities, 
CBOs, women and youth representatives, religious leaders, traditional leaders, and other 
community members, have unique opinions about why, when, and even if schooling should 
continue where conflict is ongoing. The types of interventions or program implementation 
strategies are rarely able to overcome local perceptions and decisions. Too often, these 
perceptions go unheard, are insufficiently researched, and therefore are rarely integrated into a 
program’s design goals. 
Findings 
 51
A key finding in the study, reiterated across all stakeholders, young and old, urban and 
rural, regardless of status or position, showed  that the conflict in South Sudan had magnified 
challenges experienced by the most vulnerable groups of people who are among the most likely 
to be out of school. These include, but are not limited to, children separated from their parents, 
those who have lost one or both parents, girls, and children from pastoralist populations who rely 
on movement for their livelihood and tend to hold limited value for the education process. 
Furthermore, unlike other people caught in conflict-affected settings, groups of OOSCY often 
navigate multiple risks simultaneously. 
These groups are out of school mainly due to conflict, as well as economic reasons, and 
responsibilities outside of school, such as caring for family members, early marriage for girls, 
working to earn income, and rearing livestock. Conflict increases the number of separated 
children, and a significant number of community members wrote that they perceive this group to 
be the most “unlikely” to attend school. Another situation caused by conflict comes about because 
of  school closures, which have  further reduced the number of accessible schools. Educational 
access is frequently limited by the lack of nearby schools, and this lack of accessible schools 
often results due to closures resulting from attacks on education (e.g., destruction of buildings, 
looting, occupation of the school, and maiming or killing students and teachers).  
Additionally, options for transportation to the nearest school often either do not exist at 
all or are too expensive. tEthnic identification seems to have little influence on access to POC 
sites and specific surrounding communities, probably due to these areas’ mono-ethnic 
populations. Nevertheless, ethnic-related conflict does adversely affect access to schools located  
in surrounding communities, nearby internally displaced camps, or POCs. 
In these affected communities, teachers and students often cannot travel safely to and 
from school. Schools in many cases were closed, and populations were displaced. A convergence 
of perceived risks and ways to address them that would also help  build social cohesion and 
improve education were suggested by community respondents. These suggestions offered by the 
respondents included the following;  
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* Identify innovative ways to adapt education services, including accelerated learning 
programs 
* Design technical and vocational education and training 
* Implement non-formal education programs for out-of-school groups’ needs 
* Develop initiatives to work with community groups to identify existing safe 
transportation options for all children and teachers when traveling to and from schools.  
* Work with relevant partners to help communities enhance children’s security to 
and from school through training in self-policing systems and self-protection strategies.  
* Set up various mechanisms or programs to support the development of 
educational facilities and services for temporary spaces that are closer to where students 
reside (e.g., smaller community schools).  
* Develop capacity among pastoral community members and provide mobile 
schools in which individuals such as teachers, education personnel, and community 
members are trained, equipped, and embedded with migrating groups.   
* Create  a policy statement on criteria of school accessibility (e.g., “All children 
will have access to education within one kilometer of their residences”). 
 While providing innovative approaches from community members, in contrast, 
the many barriers to educational access became clear. This study showed that students’ ability to 
learn was hampered by multiple, often-compounded, factors. In addition to mental and emotional 
distress, as well as hunger, other cited factors included overcrowded classrooms, interruptions in 
education, and the lack of teachers. Two or more of these factors often affect students 
simultaneously. This study brings attention to the majority of children who do not feel safe while 
enroute to and from school. Notably, and depending on the location, students fear various threats: 
conflict crossfire, armed soldiers, men with arms, harassment, sexual violence, kidnapping, street 
children, and wild animals. Most students report generally feeling safer in school but still talk 
about specific risks they perceive, including the following: 
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• Structural conditions of school facilities (latrines and classrooms) 
• Flooding 
• Harassment by other students 
• Violence erupting in school, possibly as a result of a more significant conflict 
(e.g., students from different ethnic groups fighting) 
• Issues between parents and teachers/school administrators  
• Women and girls, in particular, and more so than males ,face a range of threats 
while at school. 
Another critical concern for safety centers on sexual harassment by other students and 
sexual violence by male students and teachers. Also, among young girls, menstruation can present 
a barrier to schooling. During their periods, they might choose not to attend school. Furthermore, 
early marriage causes some girls  to drop out of school altogether to care for their new families.  
Usually, teachers and parent-teacher associations (PTAs/SMCs ) serve as trusted authority 
figures and have taken on the responsibility of providing students with safety and security. This 
task includes protecting students from conflicts that arise inside the school, as well as external 
threats that could penetrate the school setting. Clearly, schools, teachers, and students have all 
been deeply affected by conflict.  
In general, students live in fear and therefore might choose not to attend a school nor to 
join armed groups, either voluntarily or by coercion. Many schools have been entirely closed due 
to occupation by armed groups or IDP/refugees in their buildings. A range of activities in the 
broader school community appears to offer collaboration and social cohesion. For example, 
schools and school activities were created explicitly by teachers and youth to build a sense of 
community among students, their respective communities, and school authorities, amid which 
they positively interact with one another.  
Psychosocial support remains at the forefront of ways to equip children and youth with 
the knowledge, skills and support  to cope with adversity and serves as a foundation for 
community health and well-being.  An important strategy  for building cohesion among 
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communities is to identify locally generated solutions to protect women and girls in school; it’s 
also crucial to  support the Ministry to strengthen and expand teacher training in the psychosocial 
support of both teachers and learners. Additionally, and in collaboration with the MoGEI and the 
Education Cluster, it’s important to make resources available to meet teachers’ own psychosocial 
needs.  
Other ways to support schools  is to implement  a teacher-and student-oriented Code of 
Conduct that focuses on positive discipline in the schools.. Furthermore, effective strategies 
include coordinating with appropriate MoGEI departments, WFP, and other organizations that 
provide food aid to targeted school  programs aimed at feeding and teacher rationing in 
appropriate localities and during particular seasons. Also, it will prove effective to identify ways 
to support PTAs, SMCs, student groups, and communities in collaborative risk mapping  to help 
reduce violence and to ensure protection for students walking to and from school. Finally, an 
effective means to provide support is to help find strategies that will ensure the protection of 
schools at  civilian, neutral locations and to prevent occupation of school facilities  by armed 
groups. (Note: The international community and donors often provide additional external support 
for new school locations and resources when schools are established.) 
Traditional Elders 
Village chiefs/elders are a final category of community members who have a high level 
of involvement in education. Across the different respondent groups, the most common  roles of 
village chiefs  are peacekeeping and resolving conflicts, as well as solving general community 
problems. Also, several respondents  posited that village chiefs could be great advocates for 
encouraging children to attend school. A smaller number of respondents mentioned their chief’s 
ability to mobilize funds in the community, followed by their role in donating land to schools. On 
the other hand, several less positive references arose in interviews with NGOs  regarding village 
chiefs being nepotistic in pushing for friends to be hired as teachers. These comments also noted 
that chiefs sometimes allow certain “cultural practices,” such as child marriages. 
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Traditional Leaders 
Other traditional leaders reported youth clubs and youth being active in peacemaking, 
teaching, and playing with other youth groups. However, some INGOs/donors shared negative 
responses concerning youth, saying they stole things, misused bathrooms, were armed, and were 
“trouble makers”; however, they also reported that  youth often play with other groups. Key 
informant interviews with County Education Department officers and the national Ministry were 
more positive, with responses  regarding their support  of teachers or the Young Men’s Christian 
Association, and a student union. 
The Role of Parents 
According to the informants, parents are the most active and influential community group 
in school settings. Their involvement, according to respondents, can be both positive and 
negative. On the positive side, parents and parent-teacher-association members were the most 
likely to mobilize community members to rehabilitate school grounds and ensure safety and 
upkeep, either through awareness-raising, advocacy, or fundraising.  Parents are also the most 
likely to volunteer their time for PTAs or to teach at or help build a school. Parents often play a 
critical role in resolving students’ problems and promoting peacebuilding activities within and 
among families in the community. 
Respondents reported that parents also influence the education environment by keeping 
their children from attending school. The most frequently cited reasons for keeping children from 
schools included safety, fear of their daughters becoming pregnant, or because the parents, when 
they were unwell, needed their children to help at home. Nevertheless, most parents approve of 
their children--including daughters--attending school; the parents’ support of access to education 
eclipses their fears. This data suggests that while parents may be worried about their children’s 
safety, their preference is for their children to attend school. 
Women’s Representatives 
 56
Women’s groups are also active in the education realm. Key informants at both the 
national and sub-national levels reported that women’s groups are responsible for promoting 
social cohesion and peacekeeping. Their role is often akin to the church’s, as women are said to 
provide morality for the community, as well as to advise children, and to provide moral support 
for teachers.  
A women’s group leader noted: , 
“At least these days through the project, the women made peace initiatives. The women 
[from two different tribes] planned and thought of talking to the [members of a third tribe] in the 
POC. We had a perfect face-to-face meeting for the first time, and everybody’s fears were cleared 
away that day. We reconciled and agreed to live together as one. Women stated that peace 
initiative and later on when the men saw that the women were interacting without any problem, 
the men also started joining us in coming together.” 
Respondents from the national Ministry, the County Education Department, CBOs, and 
from the community, described women as providers of food and water for schools. Women’s 
groups are also involved in providing funds and other resources, along with volunteering time to 
help build the schools or teach (if they are educated). Women  also encourage students and 
parents to send their children to school, and in some communities, the women monitor children’s 
school attendance. 
Religious Leaders 
Community-based institutions play a central role in South Sudanese life; the church, in 
particular, has a strong influence on schools and community activities. Among the male student 
groups, some examples of associations with church, and in particular  with the religious leaders, 
included sending youth to help build a school, paying visits to children to teach about the Bible, 
fostering a community of friends, and encouraging students to trust their teachers. A female 
student noted that she could turn to her pastor if someone at school was harmed. All respondent 
groups had a positive perception of the church’s involvement in education. Among teachers, 
INGOs/donors, Ministry officials, County Education Department officials, local NGOs, CBOs, 
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and other community leaders, respondents called the church a major contributor to social 
cohesion through prayer, song, dance, and peaceful messages.A traditional leader pointed out the 
equitable nature of the church:  
“They [community members] go to the church, and in the church we do not have only one 
tribe in the church; we have many tribes in the church, whereby you and I might know each other, 
and tomorrow also you meet me and say, ‘I met you last time in the church, and for so and so and 
so, this also makes people be together and the same to the ethnic group.”  
Moreover, many churches run their schools and are involved directly in providing 
education and teacher recruitment. Churches are known for encouraging students to attend 
schools, and there were also references to the church teaching a community’s mother tongue and 
adult education.  
A religious leader’s transcript highlights the support for churches that offer education 
during conflict situations: 
“All the schools are closed. But now they are trying to start from primary, and those who 
came with their children let the school be functioning. It is a way I encourage those who are 
outside that education is started. The children are in school, and everything is going slowly and 
slowly. I think Episcopal Church had. At the Episcopal Church, I learned that their school is open. 
Some children came and they opened.” 
Youth Representatives 
Youth reported having both positive and negative influences on access to education. 
When asked about children and other young people’s involvement in schools, 12 of the 25 male 
student focus groups, and 15 of the 25 female student focus groups, reported that they are 
involved in cleaning the school’ grounds, either by sweeping or cutting grass around the schools. 
Three male student groups said children do not support cleaning school grounds, but they still do 
it. While 23 female student groups reported the same, students often interpreted this question as 
relating to students paying for school or as providing their “support” by cleaning the school.  
Three male student groups and three female student groups reported that youth are 
involved in schools as teachers. A less common response from both gender groups asserted that 
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the children and youth do provide both material and financial support and that they help in 
building schools. Reports from a few female and mixed-gender student focus groups revealed 
youth involvement in theft, rape, harassment, fighting, and gang activity. A statement from a 
female students illustrates this point: 
“I don’t feel safe on my way to or from school because there are a group of boys who 
disturb us on the way to school or back home. Some girls have been raped on their way to 
school.” 
In the teachers’ focus groups, respondents often reported some trouble  caused by youth. 
Examples included theft, carrying guns, destroying schools, sexually harassing, stealing from 
girls, and physically attacking students. Similarly, one community-based organization member 
alleged that youth were involved in robbing, killing, and drinking. On the other hand, some 
groups reported that youths were involved in either security or peacekeeping efforts.  
Education Personnel 
School Management Committees (SMCs)  include head teachers and elected members, as 
well as a local government official, a chairperson, and a boy and a girl leader. Teachers, 
international NGOs/donors, the Ministry, local NGOs, and County Education Department officers 
portrayed SMCs as helping solve problems in schools as well as resolving and preventing 
conflicts in general. 
Respondents referenced SMCs far less often than they did PTAs, which may be because  
SMCs are formed in schools. SMCs were said to frequently work with PTA members, and to a 
lesser degree, to mobilize funds and resources. A few respondents noted that SMCs were 
responsible for recruiting teachers, creating and implementing school-development plans, and 
controlling school-fee policies. The PTA and SMC were often cited by key informants and focus 
groups as governance bodies to ensure security within schools (68 of 99 of the KIIs and two of 
the 26 teachers’ FDGs) . Teachers  reported that the PTA’s role is to collaborate with community 
members to help children co-exist peacefully, particularly while at school. Sixty-eight key 
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informants spoke about the PTA and SMCs and their roles in ensuring that schools remain safe 
for students. Notably, SMCs did not come up in conversation during student FDGs. 
Key informants and focus group participants provided input about sources of support 
available to students at the schools, particularly regarding safety and security. The most 
frequently cited response was that teachers provide the most support. This answer came from all 
the focus groups and key informants at both state and national levels. Other groups cited sources 
of support to ensure students’ safety (in descending order of frequency): PTAs and SMCs, 
community leaders and members, the church, police, and other government authorities. 
The Role of Teachers 
Teachers cited themselves and school administrators as the people to whom students most 
often turn to during conflicts while at school. Twenty-two of the 26 teacher focus groups reported 
that teachers support students while school is in session. In addition to providing lessons, teachers 
provide activities for students that enable them to focus on  concerns other than their pain. 
Additionally, teachers’ responsibilities toward students extend to ensuring their safety and 
security while at school. Consequently, at school, teachers usually serve as the first line of support 
when students experience harm. Reportedly, students themselves confirmed that they most 
frequently turn to teachers for support when the students are  at school. Forty-seven of the  52 
student focus groups affirmed that they could rely on their teachers for support. One male student, 
in particular, stated, “I can talk to my teacher and tell him that I need help.” 
Ethical Consideration and Reflexivity  
Drawing upon groups and individual people as sources for data, poses some important 
ethical considerations and reflections, particularly in conflict-affected settings.  More importantly, 
asking about perceptions regarding controversial topics may put participants in danger if directly 
attributed. As a researcher and analyst, I recognized my own role, objectives, and relationship to 
the study and considered  the ramifications of my nationality, language ability, and position. As I 
collected, reviewed, and analyzed data for this study, I took into account that my experiences as 
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an American female, international development practitioner, and current member of a donor 
organization (USAID), impacted my position and perspective. Recognizing the disadvantages of 
my insider position as a researcher,  I realized that I could possibly have inherent and unwitting  
biases or be overly sympathetic to the South Sudanese culture and the problems facing South 
Sudenese children and youth. Also, I may be overly familiar with the culture after working in  
South Sudan for many years; moreover, I might possess a myopic view of the issues. I also 
recognize that respondents and others may assume that they  should not raise provocative 
questions because of my position, or because they perceived that I think I have better insider 
knowledge than they do (which may or may not be accurate).   
To address these limitations as an insider and researcher, I deliberately chose not to be 
present during data collection in field locations to avoid the impact that my nationality may have 
on the free expression of local community members’ views. In data processing and analysis, I 
recognized I may be perceived as a threat,  occupying a powerful position, and that therefore 
some respondents may have answered inaccurately. For example, they may have had hopes of 
continued funding. Consequently,  in an effort to limit participant bias, I carefully considered 
when and when not to join discussions in-person. . I included South Sudanese researchers as 
leaders in data processing, valued their views ,and continuously triangulated results and 
interpretations with national and international agency staff and experts. Again, these steps served 
to help limit error and consistency bias. I regularly took a backseat role each step of the way. I 
always clearly explained my role as well as my hope  that respondents would  have the freedom 
to provide their own reflections, insights and data.  
Furthermore, I designed my questions to integrate open-ended answers,  both at the end 
of the survey and in focus group discussions on language. I rigorously checked and double-
checked what terms and words may signify, beyond literal translation into local language and 
back translation into English.  
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While I have taken into account the possible drawbacks of my insider position, I also 
recognized  some advantages. These include having easier access to the culture because of my 
having spent  many months working in South Sudan during the research period. Also, I had the 
benefit of being able to ask more meaningful and insightful questions because of my  prior 
knowledge of the context, having worked  remotely as a practitioner for more than a decade on 
education and child protection issues in South Sudan.  Contributing to my advantages, I had 
worked  in similar conflict zones, which reduced or completely removed the potential 
disorientation due to the culture shock researchers might experience in such extremely insecure, 
violent, desperate, and often alarming living conditions. In sum, I recognize that due to my 
position, I had access to and the opportunity to collect data and information that was important to 
the study, but which otherwise may not  have been readily available. 
Limitations  
One of the most significant limitations of this research is the brief timeframe in which 
data were collected and analyzed.. Even with the data collection extending over two months, 
research can go only so deep and cannot provide in-depth descriptions when investigating social 
phenomena. Another limitation is the use  primarily of a purposive sampling method, which 
limited the ability to generalize beyond the population studied. 
There are often limitations regarding non-professional field researchers collecting data. 
We have to rely on the South Sudanese researchers’ ability to rapidly learn diverse methods and to 
collect rich, helpful information under challenging conditions. On-site training and support during 
the data collection is crucial  to ensure high-quality research methods. 
The study used both English and local languages for community-level, in-depth 
interviews with various stakeholders. Researchers from the local areas, who are equipped with 
language skills from local settings, administered the surveys. However, given the low literacy 
rates and different cultural practices,   on some occasions an understanding of a term or the 
nuances of language can distort answers and add time to research processes. To combat these 
risks, translators were informed about the necessity of capturing the participants’ exact words and 
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idioms, as well as the need for  the interpreter to avoid  inserting any of his or her own 
terminology or interpretations. Nevertheless, some loss of meaning or accuracy no doubt cannot 
be avoided when working through translation.  
Finally, selection bias, interactional artifacts, and participant’s views of this research 
coming from or through USAID can hamper or skew self-reports and can potentially bias 
information. Furthermore, my status, serving as a USAID education officer, can unwittingly and 
unintentionally, skew perspectives held during data interpretation. 
Discussion       
Perceptions of violence, the stress and uncertainty associated with chronic instability and 
ongoing conflict, and the absence of relevant and consistent professional support for teachers and 
other education personnel, can substantially influence both students’ achievement and the 
experiences of all actors involved in the education system. These actors include teachers, school 
directors, and head teachers. Some studies have shown ways to influence student well-being, such 
as the inclusion of caregivers in program design because support extends beyond students, 
teachers and education-related actors, and involves families and communities (Betancourt, T. et. 
al., 2012) .  
More than 50% of key informants interviewed at the national level noted that conflict has 
a substantially negative impact on the quality of teachers’ training. Key concerns cited by students 
and teachers in focus group discussions suggest that the conflict in South Sudan harms teachers’ 
levels of professional competence because of  mental exhaustion linked to anxiety, depression, 
and fear for their safety.  Many studies reinforce the impact that prolonged exposure  to chronic 
violence has on learning, whether for  teachers or students, and particularly for young children 
(Shonkoff, J.P., 2012). 
The Table below brings together the individual or group responses to discuss the 
convergence and divergence of various perceived risks across all communities studied. Each 
constituent group varies on the extent of perceived risk. 
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One-hundred percent of community women leaders expressed strongly that certain 
children were denied access to education, whereas the lowest perceived risk claim came from 
traditional leaders at 25%. Here is a divergence of opinions and may reflect a different 
interpretation and perception of risks. Youth leaders felt strongly that the greatest community  risk 
occurs with schools being attacked or destroyed. These youth leaders (47%) responded  ‘yes’ to 
this community risk; whereas, partner organizations  (50%), and education officials (63%) and 
women’s leaders (57%) all converged  around the same portion of perceived levels of risk: all 
held  a similar perception of the list of risks mentioned in the interview. On the other hand, 
religious leaders and parents and community members perceived the least community risk 
occurred when  teachers are  targeted, or children are recruited into armies in or around schools. 
TABLE 4: COMMUNITY RISKS - AVERAGE % OF RESPONDENTS 

















































In addition to discussing safety and security at schools, key informants and focus group 
participants discussed instances in which communities were unified. Respondents mentioned 
different community leaders’ roles in ensuring unity. Other themes that emerged more frequently 
among the key  
informant interviews that were related to social cohesion noted that intermarriage 
between different ethnic groups (19 KIIs), cultural or traditional activities (14 KIIs), the church 
(17 KIIs), and collaborative work or activities (14 KIIs, such as eating together or gathering at a 
common meeting place. 
A high proportion of community members,  teachers, and other informants across the 
research sites, agreed that they are happy to have their children go to school. Further, they support 
their girls attending school. Greater divergence among various community members was 
noticeable when the groups tried to identify a third priority; no one priority dominated, but they 
were  more or less distributed across all the options.  
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1st Priority 2nd Priority 3rd Priority
A. Fear about their children going to school
B. Happy to have their children go to school
C. Fear having their girls go to school
D. Support their girls going to school
E. Support NFLCs, such as ALP or CGS
F. Provide psychosocial support to teachers and students so learning/teaching improves
G. Worry about risks in schools
H. Other (specify)
However, safety is a condition that, with focus, may have a  significant impact on the 
social cohesion of conflict-affected communities. Finally, the most influential perceptions (both 
positive and negative) were reported from  groups that agreed that parents influence educational 
access by keeping their children at home and not allowing them to attend school but nevertheless, 
and despite conflict conditions, felt school was essential for girls.  
Conclusion 
Findings pointed to each constituent group’s perception of risk varying across the study 
sites; however, looking carefully at the explanations helps us understand how perceived risk at the 
community level  influences social cohesion. These varying perceptions reflect the level of trust 
and the strength of school-community relationships, particularly where either convergent 
opinions or  an extreme divergence of opinions are present..  
Tensions exist in the design and implementation of education programs.  Therefore, only 
through close consultation with leaders and members of a community are we able to identify both 
facilitators and barriers to school enrollment. At the same time, meaningful collaborations with 
communities can help ensure safe and culturally appropriate education and other protective 
programs, as well as social support initiatives for conflict-affected children and youth in South 
Sudan.  
Building trustful partnerships to manage risks, together with communities, is a critical 
step. These trusting relationships result from history, culture, and tradition, along with community 
engagement in education programs. Hearing the community voices discuss  their “lived 
experience” can inform activities and strategies and help to highlight what community members 
believe or perceive to be most important.  
Program designers need to go beyond sectors and consult with women, youth, educators, 
traditional, and religious leaders. At the same time, these designers need to target the broader 
community to understand and implement  awareness-raising campaigns on conflict-sensitive 
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education approaches. As a result, the designers need to implement safety strategies for coping 
with ongoing violence and develop general risk education for communities.  
In sum, the overall aim of this study is to bolster improved knowledge about conflict 
mitigation, as well as social and emotional competencies.  Simultaneously, we want to discover 
ways in which social-cohesion building can be pursued  not only through education, but through 
child protection and other social programs in highly conflict-affected communities. Addressing 
these issues is essential for developing effective programs and for catalyzing a sustained peace 
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CHAPTER 3 
THE USE OF MIXED METHODS TO IDENTIFY ASSOCIATIONS BETWEEN PERCEIVED 
RISK TO SCHOOL CHILDREN AND PRIMARY SCHOOL ENROLLMENT IN CONFLICT-
AFFECTED COMMUNITIES IN SOUTH SUDAN  
Abstract 
This paper investigates associations between community-level perceived risk as a 
component of  social cohesion. Additionally,  the study evaluates educational access in 
conflict-affected communities in South Sudan. Data analyses on 111 community 
members’ reports and 705 focus group participants were phased, beginning with 
quantitative followed by qualitative or ‘mixed method’ processes.  
First, I examined community-level perceived risks as indicators of  social cohesion and 
conducted factor analyses on each  risk factor to determine a strong set of constructs. 
Second, data analyses on 705 participant reports were coded for themes, trends, details, 
and context at the local community-level, triangulated with national-and-state-level key 
informant reports in order to determine the level of emergent power of community 
voices. The  study further analyzed the risks perceived by community, traditional, and 
religious leaders, along with those of women and youth groups, education personnel, and 
NGO workers, both at school and in communities. Additionally, this paper discusses a 
general sense of safety in, and travel to and from ,schools or learning centers. The study 
shows that locations with higher perceived risks are associated with lower estimated 
enrollment rates for primary school children. Our conclusion indicates  the need to design 
and implement education and other interventions to integrate effective activities to build 
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social cohesion.  Moreover, we suggest sector-focused goals in highly conflict-affected 
communities in South Sudan and elsewhere.  
Introduction 
Between 2013–2018, South Sudan experienced intense conflict that affected the 
education sector and consequently negatively impacted the well-being of girls and boys 
throughout the country. During this period, schools were damaged and occupied by 
combatants. More drastically, internally displaced populations, teachers, and students 
were killed. Both school-going children and non-school-going children were targeted for 
sexual violence and recruitment into armies. As a result, community members feared 
sending their children to school, especially girls. As would be expected, many South 
Sudanese received little formal education during these war years, which is reminiscent of 
past wars.  
In 2011, the new country enjoyed international attention and goodwill. However, since 
the war resumed in 2013, some donors have re-prioritized their previous support that had 
enabled safe environments for the most vulnerable and conflict-affected girls and boys  to 
continue their education. Consequently, school enrollment and attendance declined, 
despite a deliberate focus on conflict-affected locations. These school environments 
included formal and non-formal learning strategies aimed at ensuring educational access, 
despite conflict conditions.  
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What caused this decline? It may be that the cumulative perception of risk(s) that results 
in  lower social cohesion in a community inhibits access to any education for their 
school-aged population. Therefore, irrespective of an education plan, response type, 
strategy, or application of evidence-based interventions, increased violence will always 
decrease education levels when perceptions are not directly addressed. This study 
explores the relationship between social cohesion and educational access in conflict-
affected South Sudan, with an aim to highlight “perceptions” as our primary blind spot 
and the urgent need to reimagine program design. 
Children Learning in Conflict-Affected Settings Worldwide, over one billion children and 
adolescents live in war-affected settings (Betancourt et al., 2014). In countries where 
open violence has taken over, people are more than twice as likely as in normal 
environments to be malnourished, more than three times as likely to be unable to send 
their children to school, twice as likely to see their children die before age five, and more 
than twice as likely to lack clean water (Mark, 2012).  
Over the course of the last five years in South Sudan, 2.2 million children left school and 
continue to be out-of-school (UNESCO, 2018). Research shows that 20,000 children 
were recruited into fighting forces (Gitau, 2018), and that one in three schools/learning 
centers were attacked (Education Cluster, 2017). Additionally, 65% of South Sudanese 
women and girls have experienced physical and/or sexual violence in their lifetime, 
which is double the global average (Ellsberg, 2020). Currently, 1.9 million people are 
internally displaced, and 7 million are acutely food insecure (WFP, 2018). Further 
exacerbating South Sudan’s debilitating circumstances,1.6 million people  have fled to 
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neighboring countries (Devi, 2017). Clearly, the situation in South Sudan today 
demonstrates a wide-range of risks, unsafe conditions, and vulnerability throughout the 
country as a result of violent conflict. This study navigates these risks through 
community-level dialogue to better understand locally driven priorities.  
Community Perceptions of Risk  
Understanding community-level perceptions of risk, safety, and vulnerability is critical 
for the development of effective programs. A recent study of societal relationships in 
fragile situations suggests that “fragility, violent conflict, and state failure are functions 
not only of state inability or unwillingness to perform core tasks, but also of 
dysfunctional relationships in society that do not permit a state to be formed or 
sustained.”‘Furthermore, “seeing fragility as a problem of relationships in society” can 
lead to more effective interventions in fragile situations that focus on improving 
interpersonal relationships (Marc, 2012, p. 5). However, some social sector programs, 
such as educational and protection in conflict-affected settings, are increasingly 
identifying ways to analyze complex societal dynamics and factors underlying 
community-based relationships to improve program effectiveness and policies (INEE, 
2011; Smith, 2005).  
Risks of Violence Exposure 
In contrast, unexamined community-perceptions of risk may cause further harm to 
populations, particularly to those with poorly aligned programs. For example, in South 
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Sudan, children formerly associated with fighting forces are often integrated together 
with other children into schools as a rehabilitative activity. However, perpetration of 
violence may be experienced very differently than simply exposure to violence. 
Therefore, researchers hearing community members discuss risk and their experiences is 
crucial, because recent studies with former child soldiers, combatants, and genocide 
offenders revealed that the perpetration of violence is often experienced as exciting, 
appealing, and fascinating (Weierstall et al., 2011; Weierstall et al., 2013). A more 
concerning point is that this cohort reportedly develop an appetitive aggression, i.e., the 
perpetration of violence and/or the infliction of harm upon a victim for the purpose of 
experiencing violence-related enjoyment. Thus, simply integrating former child soldiers 
with other children without special support may cause harm to others.  
Long Term Effects of Violence on Social Cohesion  
Over the long term, effects of violence can sustain a lack of social cohesion at the 
community level and provoke actions and behaviors that would not otherwise be present. 
For example, living amidst violence and growing up in repressive cultures that allow 
impunity, such as in South Sudan, children may be strongly influenced on how they cope 
with violent cues and develop emotional responses. As recent studies demonstrate, in 
some cases, individuals who develop “appetitive aggression” are more resilient against 
developing known symptoms of distress (Weierstall et al., 2011). 
 Our study draws out examples of how South Sudanese community leaders perceive 
inequalities or injustices that they experience at the community-level. Further, we explore 
 79
how those perceptions of risks are meant to inform program design. One study shows that 
“the sense that one’s group has been mistreated can motivate an individual to act even 
when that individual would not otherwise have taken action, and even if that person does 
not suffer injustice directly” (Mark, A. et.al., 2011). And other studies suggest that a 
cohesive society is one that works toward the well-being of all its members, minimizes 
disparities ,and avoids marginalization. Such societies  further foster cohesion by 
building networks of relationships, as well as trust and identity between different groups, 
as well as fights discrimination, exclusion, excessive inequalities, and enables upward 
social mobility. 
Perceived Social Cohesion and Education 
Conflict and insecurity are among the most significant challenges to development in  our 
time. Notably, in conflict-affected areas, such as South Sudan, there are considerable 
barriers to realizing the right of education and healthy development for all children. 
These barriers occur because of  major protection risks,  including loss of life, 
livelihoods, family support, and other financial and practical challenges. However, access 
to quality education and protection are rights that should be sustained even in the most 
difficult circumstances (CRC, 1989). During conflict, education can offer knowledge and 
skills that provide protection, and in the longer term, can help develop values and 
attitudes that prevent future conflict and build social cohesion toward lasting peace. 
Education and protection programs have the potential to build the capacity in children, 
parents, teachers, and community members to prevent, reduce, and, when necessary, to 
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cope with conflict. Additionally, education and protection programs can help  promote 
equality, peace, and more cohesive societies.  
At present, only limited research has investigated the links between disrupted social 
cohesion and levels of perceived risk in communities exposed to violence. As well, 
further investigation is needed to assess how these risks keep war-affected children from 
benefiting fully from available education and protection programs. In this study, we 
examine three community-level social cohesion characteristics: perceived risks present at 
community-level; how those risks impact access to basic education; and safety or other 
protection threats. Our data are based on what was reported by local community leaders 
in relation to estimated attendance and registration in schools or temporary learning 
centers across South Sudan.  
How varying levels of social cohesion within a community determines certain pathways 
for learning, development and resilience is still an open question. Social cohesion carries  
individual and institutional definitions that include goals for establishing a sense of 
belonging, well-being, inclusion, and peaceful co-existence. Together, these goals are 
foundational to any interventions implemented during violent conflict. Beyond program-
level discussions, these definitions help to inform and shape national-level policy. Below, 
we summarize defining tenets of social cohesion that will serve as a framework for our  
analysis of  the community-level data we gathered.. 
Method 
Sequential and Explanatory Mixed Methods 
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In general, the strengths and weaknesses of mixed-methods designs have been widely 
discussed in the relevant literature (Creswell et al., 1996; Creswell, 2002; Green & 
Caracelli, 1997; Moghaddam et al., 2003).  One advantage of the mixed-method design is 
that it is easy to implement for a single researcher, because the method proceeds 
sequentially from one stage to another. Sequential explanations in mixed-methods design 
are useful for exploring quantitative results in more detail. This particular process is 
especially useful when unexpected results arise from a quantitative study (Morse, 1991). 
A limitation of  any mixed-methods design is that it requires a lengthy timeframe to 
complete. Mixed-methods also require feasibility of resources to collect and analyze both 
types of data. Moreover, quantitative results of the first phase may show no significant 
differences. For example, when examining which risks influence enrollment, we may find 
some have stronger and significant effects while other risks may be weaker or not show 
any significant relationships.  
Integrated at Study Design Level 
This study integrated how to process data at the design level, using an explanatory, 
sequential mixed-methods design. The purpose of using an explanatory, sequential 
mixed-methods design was to investigate how community members in locations across 
conflict-affected South Sudan perceived risk. Furthermore, we sought to understand how 
these perceived risks determine the level of social cohesion and its relationship to girls’ 
and boys’ enrollment. We used quantitative response categories and conducted qualitative 
interviews that describe the relationship between social cohesion and school enrollment. 
This two-phase design (Figure 1) began with the collection and analysis of perceived 
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risks, using the Likert scale response categories, i.e., quantitative data, followed by a 
subsequent (re)examination and analysis of the qualitative portion of interviews (i.e., 
qualitative data). The following overarching question guided the study: How are 
perceptions of social cohesion associated with school enrollment for girls and boys in 
conflict-affected locations throughout South Sudan? 
This study used a mixed-methods design (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2003), which is a 
procedure for collecting, analyzing, and “mixing” both quantitative and qualitative data 
research processes within a single study.T his method enables the researcher to 
understand a research problem more comprehensively (Creswell, 2002). The benefits of 
using  mixed analytical methods occur because  neither quantitative nor qualitative 
methods are sufficient by themselves to capture the nuance and details when analyzing 
community cohesion  in conflict-ridden South Sudan. Using only one method indicates 
that the  complex issue of perceptions from multiple vantage points (women, youth, 
religious leaders, and traditional leaders, and others) cannot be understood by description 
alone. However, when both quantitative and qualitative methods are used  in 
combination, they complement each other and allow for a more complete analysis (Green 
et al., 1989; Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998).  
This  study reports an explanatory, sequential mixed-methods examination of South 
Sudanese community members’ quantitative judgements about perceptions of risk 
affecting school attendance, and also presents  qualitative reasons behind those 
judgements via interviews and focus group discussions. 
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At the heart of this planning and decision-making process is knowing when and how to 
integrate the quantitative and qualitative approaches. Seethe phasing, procedure, and 
product below: 
TABLE 2. QUANTITATIVE PHASE, PROCEDURE, AND PRODUCT 
Phase Procedure Product
Quantitative Data Collection 3 groups of 
numbers of risks 
in community; at 




across all locations 
shows level of 
social cohesion 
(high/low)
Quantitative Analysis 3 groups of 
numbers of risks 
x 2 enrollment 
of boys and girls
Descriptive & 
inferential statistics












As has been stated,  a mixed-methods approach was used in this study, whereby the 
researchers built their knowledge on pragmatic grounds (Creswell, 2003), asserting that  
truth is “what works” (Howe, 1988). They chose focus group discussions, as well as 
whatever variables and units of analysis that were most appropriate, for finding an answer 
to their research questions (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 1998). A major tenet of pragmatism is 
that quantitative and qualitative methods are compatible. Thus, both numerical and text 
data, collected sequentially or concurrently, can help researchers to  better understand 
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whether or not a link exists between enrollment in education and community members’ 
perceptions of social cohesion, and analyzed based on their reactions and answers to 
questions about risk in their local community.  
 While designing this mixed-methods study, I used what is known as one of the 
most popular mixed-methods designs in educational research: sequential, explanatory 
mixed-methods design. This process consists of two distinct phases (Creswell et al., 
2003; Creswell, 2002, 2003). In the first phase, the quantitative numerical data were 
collected, which included enrollment data and data from informants. Then, by grouping 
relevant variables together, a score was determined on perceived social cohesion.. The 
goal of the quantitative phase was to identify (by sex) the potential predictive power of 
selected variables on school attendance in all of the sites across South Sudan. 
TABLE 1. DATA COLLECTION TOOLS, METHODS AND SOURCES
Tool and method Description Sources
Secondary data form Completed using existing 
enrollment data from the present 
and prior year for formal and 
non-formal education, the 
number of IDP children, and the 






In-depth interview Quantitative Survey conducted 
with groups in communities, 
town and POC sites to collect 
key information on local 
education issues. Topics included 
equal access to education, 
protection and well-being, 
facilities, curricula, coordination, 















 In the second phase, a qualitative approach was used to analyze text data from 
documents, as well as the individual semi-structured interviews and focus-group 
discussions. The qualitative phase helped to explain consensus or discord among  a range 
of informants. The analysis of this phase  offered reasons that both external and internal 
factors, tested in the first phase, may be significant predictors of, or barriers to, school 
Focus group 
discussion 
Qualitative interviews gathered 
information from the frontlines 
of education through children 
and teachers who have the most 
on-the-ground knowledge about 
the lived experience in different 
learning environments. 
Administered to groups of about 
six to eight participants. Topics 
covered equal access to learning, 
protection and well-being, 
facilities in schools, curricula, 
learning environment, children/
youth/community participation, 
and teacher recruitment and 
selection
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attendance. In other words, by learning informants’ views and contextual realities, the 
qualitative analysis provides a story behind the quantitative conclusions.The rationale for 
this approach is that the quantitative data alone results in a static picture of the research 
problem.  This static picture shows what local and external risk factor either contributed 
most to, or actually impeded, school attendance and enrollment for girls and boys in the 
community.  On the other hand, by exploring participants’ views in more depth, the 
qualitative data and its analysis, refined and explained community-level perceptions 
about why those conclusions were found.   
The priority in this design is given to the qualitative method, because  the qualitative 
research represents the major emphasis of data collection. Its analysis in the study focuses 
on in-depth explanations of quantitative results. A smaller, quantitative component 
appears  first in the sequence and is used to reveal the predictive power of the selected 
local and external risk factors perceived  as either inhibiting or improving access to 
education. The quantitative and qualitative methods were integrated at the beginning of 
the qualitative phase, directing us to select variables and guided qualitative analyses, 
based on  results of the statistical tests. For example, the most robust model combines 
specific variables that were then investigated during the qualitative phase. The results of 
the two phases will  be  integrated during the discussion of the outcomes of the whole 
study. 
 Using an explicitly defined mixed-methods design can help researchers 
understand how perceptions of individual risk factors impact a localized perception of 
social cohesion at community-level. To date, social cohesion is used as a national, state, 
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or overarching comment on a country’s conditions, but it is rarely contextualized by 
individuals living in a specific community. A primarily goal of integration in mixed-
methods research is to bring together quantitative and qualitative approaches so that their 
combination leads to a deeper and more comprehensive understanding of the problem 
being studied (Bryman, 2006; Caracelli & Greene, 1997; Creamer, 2018; Fetters et al., 
2013; Greene, 2007; O’Cathain et al., 2007; O’Cathain et al., 2010; Yin, 2006).  
 By sequencing quantitative and qualitative information gathering, this study broke 
new ground in understanding community-level perceptions of social cohesion. 
Perceptions of  risk were  examined and their  relationship to improving educational 
access for conflict-affected children in South Sudan. Our research examined enrollment 
rates in those local communities known to be highly affected by conflict. We  focused on 
identifying factors contributing to and/or impeding access to learning opportunities,  as 
well as protection,to  better understand the characteristics of risk (as perceived by key 
community leaders).  
By combining both qualitative and quantitative data, researchers can provide a more 
comprehensive picture of  both the research problems as well as gain insights into 
dynamics specific to the research (Creswell, 2002). In our study, we examined what 
internal or external factors contribute to/or impede enrollment in both education and 
protection services. The qualitative data and its analysis refines and explains these 
statistical results by exploring the views of traditional, religious, women, and youth 
leaders. The views include their perceptions of social cohesion, risk, safety, and 
vulnerability in the places where they live. 
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 The study draws upon prior education and risk analyses conducted on the ground 
and within global frameworks for interpreting results that give in-depth views into the 
community-level dynamics of risk. The analyses describe how risks interact with 
education, and the interpretation of results was guided by the interagency network for 
education in the minimum standards framework during times of emergency. This 
framework includes  (1) access to education and safety in the learning environment, (2) 
teaching process and learning content, (3) teachers and other education personnel 
training, (4) education policy setting, and (5) coordination with other actors in the 
education sector (INEE Handbook for Minimum Standards, 2010) 
For the purpose of this study, data collection tools were designed to examine perceptions 
of risk as a component of social cohesion at community level. For example, community 
leaders and members were asked about their views on threats of sexual violence on the 
way to school, abduction or forced recruitment from schools, attacks on education, and 
other risks. Later, based on a composite group of risks, we investigated perceptions of 
more than 816 nformants across 27 learning sites in five former states: Jonglei, Upper 
Nile, Unity, Western Equatoria, and Central Equatoria.  
Site 
 Despite being rich in natural resources and having fertile lands, 80% of South 
Sudan’s 11.7 million people are income-poor, with 7.5 million in need of humanitarian 
assistance. Currently, 1.6 million South Sudanese people remain internally displaced, 
while 2.2 million are refugees and asylum seekers living in neighboring countries.This 
protracted, complex humanitarian crisis is driven by a combination of several factors: 
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climatic hazards, weak governance, multi-layered conflict, and disease outbreaks, 
including COVID-19 (ACAPS, 2020). The most conflict-affected states identified for this 
study include Central and Western Equatoria, Lakes, Jonglei, and Upper Nile states. 
 Upper Nile state is home to Shilluk, Dinka, and Nuer ethnic groups, and to a 
lesser extent Berta, Burun, Dajo, and Mabani, with counties dominated by particular 
groups (BCSSAC et al., 2012a; UNMIS, 2010c), Approximately 75% of the population 
live in rural areas, with 26% living in poverty,with a literacy rate of 54% literacy. Sixty-
eight percent of those populations are six years and older, and  have never been to school.  
Central Equatoria includes Juba, the state capital, and is host to many returnees from 
neighboring states and countries. There are 14 ethnic groups, including Bari, Mundari, 
Kakwa, Lokoya, Pajali, and Makaraka (UNMISS, 2010b), and of those, 65% are living in 
rural areas (a lower percentage  than in many other states). The highest population density  
(44 %)  live in poverty, with a 44% literacy rate, and with 42% of those over six years old 
experiencing poverty. In 2008–09, those people 15 years and older reported a literacy rate 
of 44%, while 42% of those aged six and older have  never been to school.  
Western Equatoria’s population is roughly 620,000 (SSCCSE, 2009), with ethnic groups 
that  include Azande, Avokaye, Balanda Baka, Beli, Fertit, Moru, and Mundu (UNMIS, 
2010e). Approximately 84% of the population lives in rural areas, with a poverty rate of 
42%. In 2008–09, people aged 15 years and older reported a literacy rate of roughly 33%, 
while 52% of those aged six and older have  never been to school.  
 For this study, the sites were selected among locations that were the most highly 
conflicted-affected locations and where education is delivered through both government-
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supported and non-governmental organizations. These sites that comprise  basic 
education services targeting primary grades (1–8) for the children living in those sites. 
Over 200,000 people displaced internally who live in six displaced camps administered 
by the UN, and referred to as “protection of civilian camps” (POCs), are included in this 
study. These locations are said to be sites where the most severely conflict-affected 
children live in South Sudan.  
Sample 
The data for this study was collected in 27 school communities in five states and across 
111 different community members in those selected areas. Criteria for inclusion in the 
sample include the following: numbers of persons internally displaced from their homes; 
high levels of fear for their lives; number of incidents of violence perpetrated from the 
outside; number of killings, maiming, incidents of sexual violence; child recruitment into 
armies; denial of humanitarian assistance .All of these figures are reported monthly by 
the United Nations Monitoring Mechanism for Reporting (MRM South Sudan, 2018) on 
human rights abuses. 
TABLE 2. COMMUNITY MEMBER TYPE AND STATE SAMPLE 
DESCRIPTION














17 6 4 4 7 38
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 Decreasing enrollment from 2016–2017 throughout  highly conflict-affected areas 
occurred  as war spread through Western Equatoria, in particular, and displacement 
ensued in  all South Sudanese states. For the study, we used purposive sampling to 
choose local community leaders and members. At each site, we interviewed traditional 
and religious leaders, women’s and youth group representatives, education personnel, 




4 1 1 1 1 8
Religious/faith 
leader
5 0 3 2 1 11
Women’s leader 3 1 2 0 1 7
Traditional 
leader
1 0 2 1 0 4
Youth leader 7 1 2 3 2 15
Community 
member
0 0 0 0 1 1
Partner 
organizations
1 0 1 2 0 4
Parents 23 0 0 0 0 23
Total 61 9 15 13 13 111
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 The study data was collected during June and July 2017. Five of the six states had 
teams of  three-four South Sudanese assessors. A sixth state, Benitu, was excluded from 
the study due to security issues that  the team encountered when they traveled to the site. 
All assessors attended a seven-day training that included: data collection processes, 
principles of limiting bias, and methods for data recording.  An internationally trained 
researcher led the training with support from the author.  Before the data collection 
began, ample time was given to the assessors to practice their learned skills in a pilot 
location in the capital city, Juba. Each data collector held a two-year or four-year degree 
from Juba University, possessed language skills appropriate to their assigned data-
collection site, had taken  part in  one-three prior data collection exercises, and were 
knowledgeable of the culture and the  history of conflict in the country.  
 The Ministry of Education in Juba, South Sudan, reviewed and approved all data 
collection tools, and served as a local review, discussion, and approval by the Ministry of 
Education in-country, otherwise known as  (IRB) prior to use of tools in the field. 
Assessor teams were provided letters of support from the Ministry of Education to 
facilitate the assessors’ entry into communities. Upon arrival at each school-community, 
the assessors were met by UNICEF staff to identify safe and non-public locations to 
undertake 6o-minute, in-depth interviews with a range of pre-selected leaders within the 
community. The selection of participants was based on the criteria that they serve in a 
leadership community role, were knowledgeable about  education services available to 
children and youth, and currently lived in the local community.  
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 Before the data collection, support resources were identified at community-level 
to support any community member who may have felt distress from taking part in the in-
depth interview. All interviewees were given the option to decline participation at any 
time. Questions posed had a predetermined set of response categories alongside space for 
additional comments or information to be written after each question. When questions 
posed were about perceptions of risks in the community, at school, or in the vicinity of 
the school, the question included queries about attacks on education, sexual violence, 
schools as grounds for recruitment into the military, areas of danger in the community, 
extended family or others who threaten harm, the risks in routes to-and-from school, and 
any dangers associated with facilities, such as  unlocked latrines or non-sex-
disaggregated, or any  risks.  
Additionally, a form was filled out by either the head teacher, school director, or other 
education personnel, estimating the enrollment of boys and girls in the current year 
(2017) and past year (2016. The survey covered each  school/learning center across all 27 
sites. These numbers were then triangulated and averaged with national, state-level, and 
local enrollment statistics publicly available. All data collection tools were translated into 
the local language and then translated into English to avoid any misunderstanding of key 
concepts. 
Quantitative Findings 
 The study found that when social cohesion is low at the community level—as 
defined by community members’ expressed  perception of combined risks--this meant 
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that enrollment rates for boys and girls were influenced by these perceptions of  risk and 
became significant factors in preventing both boys and girls enrolling  in school.  
For girls, both community-level risk and school-level risk present significant barriers to 
school enrollment. Given the strong association between social cohesion and enrollment 
in education in highly conflict-affected areas of South Sudan, interventions are needed 
that extend beyond in-school activities. Primarily, these extended interventions should 
focus on safety and quality alone. The building of community-level social cohesion 
through a greater understanding of risk prevention, as well as community acceptance of 
education (particularly for girls), will improve future enrollment in schools. 
Research questions our study proposed included the following: 1) What potential 
components of perceived risk can be indicators of social cohesion? 2). Is enrollment in 
primary school associated with components of social cohesion and the gender of 
children? And further, 3) Is the association between social cohesion and school 
enrollment moderated by gender? 
TABLE 4: PREDICTORS OF ENROLLMENT IN EDUCATION
Predictors Beta p 95.0% 
Confidence 
Interval
Girls 0.01 0.98 -0.96 0.99
Safety traveling between home and 
school
0.13 0.23 -0.22 0.89
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 Regression analysis yielded the above results (summarized in Table 4); namely, 
predictors, coefficients, p values and their significance at a  95% confidence interval. 
This study analyzed survey data from 111 community leaders and members. We 
examined their perceived risks for girls and boys  This data were collected to 
identify potential indicators of social cohesion and to analyze  the association 
between indicators of social cohesion (i.e., safe traveling between home and school, 
overall safety in school, perceived risks at school, risks in the community) and estimated 
enrollment rates for children in 27 conflict-affected communities in South Sudan. Each 
“predictor”  comprised a set of questions related to risk, which followed factor analyses, 
constructed and grouped by the type of risk in the community and at school. Finally, 
when constructing a model that brought girls and boys together, I did not see any 
interaction where  gender played a role  in these predictions.  
Safety at school -0.07 0.46 -0.84 0.38
Risks at school 0.08 0.44 -0.55 1.25
Risks in the community -0.21 0.06 -1.30 0.01
State traveling*gender -0.13 0.45 -1.05 0.46
*Safety at school*gender -0.04 0.82 -0.97 0.77
Risks at school* gender 0.10 0.50 -0.78 1.59
Risks in the community* gender -0.07 0.53 -0.43 0.22
R2=0.09
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 Survey data analyzed from community leaders and members’ perceived risks for 
girls and boys was led by our researchers to identify and to qualify an association 
between perceived risks and estimated enrollment rates.  Each “predictor” included a set 
of questions related to risks defined by a set of questions and response categories. These 
questions followed  factor analyses, constructed and grouped by type of risk in the 
community.  
First, the analysis found significant results of community risks that predicted estimated 
enrollment.Nevertheless, we found that  risks at school were insignificant and that safe 
travel between home and school, as well as overall safety at school, does  not 
predict estimated enrollment. The model combined genders and found no  impact and 
therefore, the model was not moderated by gender. 
 The resulting low R2 may be explained by our having combined  gender within 
the measure rather than separating the analyses by boys or girls. Second, the small sample 
size may have led to limited effects. In the future, we may recommend using a multi-level 
regression model to analyze community members’ perspectives of risk and resultant 
enrollment. 
Qualitative Phase 
The qualitative activities in the study included focus group discussions and qualitative 
responses to the questions regarding the in-depth quantitative survey. The qualitative data 
were analyzed using thematic analysis and a four-step approach informed by grounded 
theory methods (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The first step involved open coding of the data 
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to identify core themes related to social cohesion and educational access. In the second 
step, I developed core themes related to our central focus of perceived risk factors that 
inhibit school enrollment for girls and boys, along with labels or codes associated with 
those specific challenges to enrollment.  
In the third step, I engaged in axial coding to link key themes, which informed the fourth 
step: theory development and examination by comparing initial conclusions to the data. 
The reasons given by the key informants (e.g., religious leaders, traditional leaders, 
women’s group representatives, youth group representatives, education personnel, and 
others) for children not enrolling nor attending school were linked to their perceived level 
of social cohesion. Furthermore, we examined topics related to perceived risks in school, 
in the surrounding community, and external events, such as attacks on schools or 
students, along with education services provided by non-governmental organizations and 
other education services available in the communities. 
Qualitative Findings 
 Our study shows that  the majority of children do not feel safe on the route to-and-
from school, and our research further demonstrates that enrollment is influenced by the 
location of the school (or learning center). Additionally, qualitative data explained the 
extent of fear regarding various threats in and around the school vicinity, such as being 
caught in the conflict crossfire, armed soldiers, men with arms, harassment, sexual 
violence, kidnapping, street children, and wild animals. Children are perceived generally 
to feel safer at school; however, some specific risks at the school itself were discussed, 
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including poor structural conditions of school facilities (latrines and classrooms), 
flooding, harassment by other students, violence erupting in school as a result of the 
larger conflict (e.g., students from different ethnic groups fighting), and issues between 
parents and teachers/school administrators.  
 Notably, a critically affected group--girls-- often lose  permission to attend, enroll, 
or continue their schooling. According to local communities,  girls face a range of threats, 
whether enroute to and from school, within the community, and at school. These threats 
include sexual harassment by other students and sexual violence by male students and 
male teachers. The other leading issue is menstruation, during which the girls themselves 
choose either to not  attend or their parents keep them home. Early marriage was also 
discussed as a barrier to joining school, because these marriages cause girls to drop out of 
school to care for their new families. 
  Teachers, parent-teacher associations, and school management committees are 
seen as trusted groups and serve as authority figures. As such, they have taken on the 
responsibility of providing safety and security for students. This  responsibility includes 
protecting students from conflicts arising inside the school as well as providing security 
regarding external threats that could penetrate into the school setting. Our findings show 
that schools, teachers, and students have been deeply affected by the South Sudanese 
conflict. In general, students live in fear and either voluntarily or by coercion might 
choose not to attend school or they may even decide to join armed groups.  
Another barrier arises  when schools have been closed completely due to a variety of 
reasons: occupation by armed groups, internally displaced persons, or refugees residing 
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inside the buildings. On the other hand, a range of activities in the wider school 
community appears to offer collaboration and social cohesion, such as when schools 
allow students to interact with one another positively and by providing positive school 
activities. This positive reinforcement creates a sense of community among students, their 
respective communities, and school authorities. Additionally, school or sports events 
enhance positive outcomes, including games between different school groups, board 
games, debate clubs, drama/peace clubs, Bible study groups, and parties that celebrate the 
beginning and end of the school year. 
 Common to other conflict-affected settings, when strong decision-making 
influence is held by parents, women, and traditional religious leaders, especially,local 
power dynamics and trade-offs occur when allowing or disallowing activities for children 
in difficult times According to local communities in South Sudan, these community 
figures are some of the most influential voices when determining educational access for 
girls and boys. Including these voices in project design, as well as understanding them 
better, and then addressing the perceptions of local risk, will ultimately combine to bring 
about new openness and provide entry points for education to play a broader, more 
meaningful role in building social cohesion within the community.  
However, with a singular focus on external content, processes, or specific education-
sector adaptations that leave out community-level gatekeepers, voices, influencers, and 
decision-makers within the community, we may find ourselves falling into a cyclical, 
downward spiral. In this dark scenario, conflict conditions lead to declining educational 
access, which in turn leads to  fewer educated community members. And these same 
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community members rely on  perceptions that can overwhelm decisions regarding  which 
girl or boy may (or may not) enroll in school. 
 The Table below brings together the individual and  group responses to explore 
the convergence and divergence of various perceived risks across all communities 
studied. Each constituent group varies on the extent of perceived risk. 
TABLE 4: COMMUNITY RISKS - AVERAGE % OF RESPONDENTS 
ANSWERING “YES” TO EACH CATEGORY 





















School personnel 24% 24% 26% 32%
Education official 63% 38% 38% 50%
Religious/faith leader 36% 18% 18% 27%
Women’s leader 57% 71% 71% 100%
Traditional leader 25% 50% 50% 25%
Youth leader 47% 27% 20% 33%
Partner organizations 50% 25% 50% 50%
Parents/community 
members
17% 26% 9% 52%
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Community-level women’s leaders strongly felt that certain children were denied access 
to education, whereas it was less of an issue raised by traditional leaders.this disparity 
and other examples of divergent views were then revealed once we  looked at transcript 
details important to inform program emphasis within communities. Similarly, youth 
leaders felt strongest about schools being attacked or destroyed as the  greatest risk, with 
47% responding “yes” to this community risk.However, partner organizations (50%), 
education officials 63%),  and women’s leaders (57% )-all converged around the same 
proportion of perceived levels of risk. Finally,religious leaders and parents/community 
members perceived low community risk for  teachers being targeted or children being 
recruited into armies from in and around schools. 
Ethical Consideration and Reflexivity 
 Researchers drawing upon individual people and groups as sources for data poses 
some important ethical considerations, particularly in conflict-affected settings. More 
importantly, their recording of perceptions concerning controversial topics could 
endanger participants if  views are directly attributed. As a researcher and analyst, I 
acknowledged to myself that my role may bias my opinions, objectives, and relationship 
to the study, and, as well, I considered my nationality, language ability, and position. As I 
collected, reviewed, and analyzed data for this study, I was aware that my experiences as 
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an American female, international development practitioner, and a current member of a 
donor organization (USAID) no doubt impacted my position and perspective. 
 Recognizing the disadvantages of my insider position as a researcher,  I 
considered that I may have inherent and unwitting biases or could be overly sympathetic 
to the South Sudanese culture, including problems facing children and youth. I realized 
that after working  in South Sudan for many years, I might have developed a myopic 
view of the issues I was researching. Furthermore, I’m aware that others may hesitate to 
raise provocative questions because of my position and might think I have better insider 
knowledge than they do (which may not be accurate). To address these limitations as an 
insider and researcher, I deliberately chose not to  be present during data collection in 
field locations. I wanted to avoid the impact that my nationality may have on the free 
expression of local community members’ views.  
Moreover, in data processing and analysis, I recognized I may be seen as a threat  by the 
researchers or participants. Consequently, some respondents may answer inaccurately in 
hopes of continued funding. I carefully considered when and when not to join discussions 
in-person so as to limit participant bias. To help ensure that my insider status would not 
present an unintended bias, I included South Sudanese researchers as leaders in data 
processing, as well as consistently valued their views, and regularly triangulated results 
and interpretations with national and international agency staff and experts.  
To further limit error and consistency bias, each step of the way I often  took a back seat 
role and clearly explained my desire that respondents provide their own reflections, 
insights and data. Following the end of the survey and focus group discussions on 
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language, my questions were designed to integrate open-ended answers. I continuously 
checked and double-checked what certain terms and words may signify, even beyond the 
translation into local language and the back translation into English.  
 Furthermore, as I conducted my analysis, I factored in the possible advantages to 
a my insider position, such as my having easy access to the culture in our study because I 
had been spending many months working in South Sudan during the research period. My 
having worked on education and child protection issues in South Sudan as a practitioner 
(from a distance) for over a decade enabled me to ask more meaningful and insightful 
questions because of my prior knowledge of the context. Another benefit  came from my 
having worked in similar conflict zones, which reduced or entirely removed any potential 
disorientation due to the culture shock, which another researcher might experience in 
such extremely insecure, violent, desperate, and often alarming living conditions. In sum, 
I recognize that due to my position, I had access and the opportunity to collect data and 
information that was important to the study that otherwise might not have been readily 
available.  
Study Limitations 
 When considering the research findings, certain limitations should be noted. This 
research presents a comprehensive description and discussion of the ways in which 
education and protection sectors either assist or exacerbate community-level risks. 
Recognizing the dual role--or as Sartarelli (2000) posits, the “two faces”--of education 
[and other assistance], each has positive and negative effects. This consideration of the 
dual effects of education includes a discussion of the sectors’ negative contributions to 
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inequality and conflict, as well as the positive effects, such as equity and social cohesion 
in South Sudan. However, reporting on the association between perceived risk and school 
enrollment does not sufficiently explain other relationships.  
 Notably, data limitations, reliability, and access are challenging in South Sudan, 
so every effort was made to address these challenges. The validity of the data was 
strengthened by the triangulation of data and methods through the inclusion of diverse 
perspectives (e.g., sector experts, NGOs on the ground, government officials, traditional 
leaders, women, youth, teachers, students), which were  consulted across multiple sites. 
Data collection was complemented with literature and policy reviews in South Sudan to 
situate the study historically. However, the complex crisis situation in the country yields 
multiple and, at times, opposing views.  
This research does not provide an assessment or evaluation of the outcomes of particular 
educational systems or other policies or programs; rather, it presents a deep description of 
locations and characterizations of risk meant to demonstrate how the level of social 
cohesion, informed by trust and relationships, and as perceived by community members, 
can influence the pathways to resilience, recovery, and eventual peace. This study is 
limited to establishing an association between perceived risk and enrollment; further 
research is required to address broader concepts.  
 While the research sites studied in this research represent diverse geographic, 
demographic, and conflict-affected contexts, site selection was determined by the levels 
of ongoing violence and accessibility to the sites during the fieldwork period. Therefore, 
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these sites, limited by the criteria of safety and accessibility, cannot be considered as 
representative of the  entire country.  
Although our data was collected in both government-held and opposition-held areas to 
ensure an equitable representation of sites across the country, these sites are not 
representative of the full portion of government and opposition-held territories. 
Interviews with representatives of organizations working in opposition-held communities 
provided crucial insight into challenges they face.One such instance of access being 
challenged happened when we were forced to cancel a full research site due to security 
concerns. It should be noted, however, that educational and protection services, as well as 
overall  governance in these areas, are  likely very different from other areas in South 
Sudan.  
 The study sites--in both opposition-held and government-held areas--all had 
common demographics in and outside of the protection of civilian sites. It is important to 
note that a significant diversity of experiences and perspectives within communities in 
South Sudan shaped the responses provided by research participants, as well as limited 
the generalizability of the findings. Perceptions, experiences, and expectations of 
education and protection services may differ widely between ethnic, linguistic, religious, 
geographic, or economic factors in communities. These differences arise mostly between 
South Sudanese who have returned from East Africa, Sudan, North America, or Europe, 
and those who have remained in South Sudan prior to and after both the Comprehensive 
Peace Agreement (2005) and independence (2011). 
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 Additionally, as in all research, quite possibly some participants provided answers 
they thought the researchers expected. To address this limitation, measures were taken to 
ensure confidentiality and anonymity, and this process was explained to each participant. 
Finally, efforts were made to maximize the participants’ sense of safety and comfort 
during interviews. We ensured this “comfort zone” by sourcing support agencies who 
could intervene if an interviewee experienced distress. Also, notes were taken by hand 
rather than audio recording the interview in case a participant expressed any hesitation 
about recording. Participants could also leave at any point, with no repercussions.  
Discussion 
 What is the relationship between school enrollment and community-level 
perceptions of social cohesion? The survey tool and analysis, which could have a bias 
toward those interviewees with a  propensity to enroll in education, was nevertheless 
designed to separately assess risk to children in general. Characteristics of risks might 
include peaceful protests, violent protests, self-defense, pervasiveness, and the effect of  
perceptions of ethnic or other identity-based biases. Risks could also include indicators of 
identity, threat perception, and trust in institutions (particularly judicial, security and 
access to resources). At the level of assessing community dynamics, there may not be 
sufficient resources to dig deeply into identity and the role it has in conflict or perceived 
intergroup threats. Without a deeper analysis of the role identity can play in self-reported 
data, we are limited to  assessment of emotional responses to other groups or scenarios, 
as well as perceptions of trust, which could help compensate for the study’s limitations. 
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 How can community-level perceptions of social cohesion inform approaches for 
protection and education programs designed for conflict-affected children in South 
Sudan? Programs and projects that aim to address social cohesion by looking at 
enrollment in education must ensure that they use a clear and concise concept of social 
cohesion. To meet this challenge, this study used a mixed-methods approach to arrive at a 
risk score generated by context, which was then combined with qualitative descriptions 
from multiple perspectives in the same locale.  
 Over the past decade, the reciprocal relationship between educational access and 
social cohesion has been discussed, but not sufficiently investigated.  Complicating this 
question is that the literature on education in conflict-affected settings demonstrates that 
education’s role can be both positive and negative (Bush, K. D., & Saltarelli, D., 2000). 
Where education is positive, it improves understanding among people, reduces internal 
and external violence, and enhances the society’s ability to reduce poverty.  Where 
education  is negative, however, or not appropriately managed, it can foster ethnic, 
economic, and other tensions.  
 The importance of the relationship between education and respect for diversity 
was recognized in the Education for All (EFA) goals set by the international community 
at the World Conference on Education or All in Jomtien, Thailand (1990), and in the 
Dakar Framework of Action articulated at the World Education Forum in Dakar, Senegal 
(2000). Other international conventions support the proposition that education  also 
promotes tolerance for diversity. These conventions include the Universal Declaration of 
Human Rights (United Nations, 1948) and the Convention on the Rights of the Child 
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(CRC), (1989) which states that education should be devoid of discrimination and should 
develop  “…respect for the child’s parents, his or her own cultural identity, language and 
values, for the national values of the country in which the child is living, and for 
civilizations different from his or her own” (United Nations, 1989, p. 29, 1c). The CRC  
adds that education should prepare children in a “spirit of understanding, peace, 
tolerance, equality of the sexes and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national, and 
religious groups and persons of indigenous origin” (United Nations, 1989, p. 29, 1d).  
 Important recent work in this area identifies how sometimes in societies marked 
by ethnic tension, education can aggravate intergroup hostility through uneven access or 
denial of access. Furthermore, education can be used as a weapon in cultural repression  
by manipulating history for political purposes and segregating students to ensure 
inequality, lower self esteem, and to reinforce stereotyping (Bush & Saltarelli, 2000). A 
recent volume by Sobhi Tawil and Harley (2004) presents seven case studies of countries 
in conflict; they explore how those societies have reacted to the challenges of conflict and 
social division and how education policymakers have revised their approaches to 
education following conflict.  
 Other studies have been conducted at country-level and are focused on how 
education relates to the concept of diversity and when, in turn, this diversity  is reflected 
in curriculum development for a new era. Except where it is misused to reinforce 
inequities and to  fan resentment, education can provide a path out of poverty. For this 
reason, support for inclusive education systems is an important part of the poverty-
reduction agenda of international organizations.  
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 Within the bounds of advice to sovereign states, humanitarian and development 
organizations try to ensure that the content of  training and educational materials presents 
a fair view of all groups within a country, thus enhancing social cohesion. However, 
religious and traditional leaders, women’s groups, and youth, have all raised the issues of 
unequal minority language groups and discriminatory beliefs held against certain ethnic 
groups, those with disabilities, and those otherwise economically or politically 
disenfranchised. Increasing access to basic education should improve the chances that 
education will help meet the needs of all groups; these improvements include putting 
greater emphasis on critical thinking, diminishing rote learning, and the appointment of 
teachers who are better prepared to address the individual needs of students, and to 
provide a better learning environment. Decentralizing to local authority should promote 
self-determination and create an improved learning environment.. 
Conclusion 
 Due in part to political pressures that often arise from long-standing prejudices 
and long-simmering conflicts, the delivery of education services varies greatly, especially 
in conflict zones. In some cases, education programs convey positive messages to young 
people; concepts of peace and conflict mitigation are taught so as to create harmony 
among students of diverse origins. However, education can also mean risks to students 
when the curriculum  encourages hate of certain subgroups and teachers may even 
physically do harm to students. Those are instances that show the two faces of education 
(Bush & Sartarelli, 2017).  
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Similarly, risks to children and youth can be perceived in a variety of  places, including 
within classrooms, at schools themselves, in the vicinity of schools, and outside in the 
communities where young people reside. For girls, both quantitative and qualitative 
findings show clearly that perceptions of high risk (which in turn culminate in low social 
cohesion) are strongly associated both “in-community” and “at-school”; these risk 
perceptions create barriers to girls’ and boys enrollment in education. 
 Qualitative stories demonstrate the link between social cohesion and educational 
access, including explanations related to boys at risk of recruitment being stronger, while 
for girls, exposure to sexual violence is higher. Many more barriers are revealed for girls’ 
enrollment that reach far beyond the risk of sexual violence; some of these barriers 
include  repressive cultural norms, household chores,  early marriages, and lower value 
being  placed on girls obtaining an education. Furthermore, local communities affirm that 
ultimately they, the community, will  decide who and who does not go to school. Thus, 
researchers’ consultation and engagement with community  members and leaders become  
paramount  in the process of designing, delivering, and evaluating the impact of 
education programs in conflict-affected settings. Additionally, fears in these settings are 
high, and perceptions of what is and is not possible are diverse. 
What We Know 
 Students being out of school, even for a short period, will have an impact on the 
future of South Sudan and its children. The less education a child receives, the more 
likely he or she is to have limited earning potential. This outcome has key multiplier 
effects on health and development (UNESCO, 2014, pp. 141–185). Evidence  shows that 
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less-educated girls, in particular, are more likely to become pregnant, marry early, have 
more children, and lose more of their children in infancy—all of which has negative 
consequences on females’ physical and economic well being (UNESCO, 2014). 
Conversely, some economists estimate that every additional year of schooling a child 
receives boosts their future income by 10% and increases a country’s GDP by 18% 
(UNICEF, 2015).  
At the same time, estimates indicate that if every child learned to read and write, 171 
million people would be lifted out of poverty, cutting world poverty by 12% (UNESCO, 
2014). As detailed above, during a time of crisis, being out of school puts children’s well 
being and protection at greater risk, and they are more likely to lose access to essential 
services and life-saving information. When children do not have safe spaces or the 
psychosocial support that schools can provide, these children are at risk of not recovering 
from trauma. This scenario can have long-term impacts on their emotional well being, 
which will, in turn, affect their productivity and, in turn, negatively impact society at 
large. 
What we Need to Learn  
 Today, South Sudan is still struggling with multiple internal and cross-country 
conflicts. These conflict conditions mean we have much to learn about creating 
environments in which individuals and societies can grow. We need to learn more about 
how children can become educated in socially cohesive and peaceful circumstances, 
despite past or ongoing conflict conditions. Programming is less responsive to broad 
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concepts, such as social cohesion, and therefore programming tends to have very small 
impacts on a single topic or in a specific geographical area. In fact, a scarcity exists of 
cross-sector frameworks to support collaboration between protection and education-
sector actors, in both governments and development agencies alike. Consequently, this 
scarcity prevents leveraging change on key cross-cutting issues linked to peace building 
and improved social cohesion in situations of conflict (Berry, 2010; Davies, 2009; 
Davies, 2011; Davies, 2012; Novelli & Smith, 2011). Whether implemented separately or 
in parallel with one another, education and protection programs (as well as the research 
on ways that they interact) may better guide us on ways to achieve improved learning and 
well-being outcomes for children caught in conflict., especially when seen through a 
social cohesion lens . 
 We also need to learn more about how education interacts with other sectors, such 
as protection, particularly in South Sudan and other conflict settings. Rarely do program 
“silos” join together in a deliberate way. Consequently, opportunities to discern synergies 
or collaborative impacts cross-sectorally are constantly lost because of narrow agency 
mandates and “single issue” government priorities. In fact, for the protection sector, it has 
been more than two decades after Garmezy (1983), Rutter (1987), and Werner and Smith 
(1982) published their research on protective mechanisms and processes most likely to 
foster cohesion and resilience.  
Nevertheless, there is still ambiguity on how to define and operate positive development 
practices under adversity. On the education side, the emerging field of education in 
emergencies, more than any other, has made some progress on illustrating a beneficial 
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intersection between education and protection sectors (Burde et al., 2015; DFID, 2015; 
Nicolai & Triplehorn, 2003). Additionally, the field of child protection in emergencies 
shows promising practices and research that reflects on systems of community-based 
protection (Wessells, 2013).  
Going forward, we need to look closely at these two sectors together because both fields 
of protection and education in conflict situations have evolved over time. Now deliberate 
efforts are made to design and implement cross-sectoral assistance to children caught in 
difficult circumstances. This is particularly true in protection and education programs that 
aim to achieve better child outcomes in low resource and conflict-ridden societies.  
Community-based Approach: Listening and Including Those Who Decide Futures 
 The concept of social cohesion connects vulnerable groups exposed to ongoing 
violence. Cohesion, in a social sense, serves as an appropriate host of multiple social 
development program processes working together to achieve a common sense of 
agreement and/or harmony. This study on social cohesion and its relationship to 
educational enrollment helps highlight ways to examine key connectors and to minimize 
dividers among divergent groups and opinions.  
First, the study establishes quantitatively what the strongest associations are between 
community-based perceived risks and access to education for girls and boys during 
ongoing violence. To examine these associations, the study tests variables and  also 
groups items together in related risk categories and locations, including within the 
community, school, and school vicinity. Then, with qualitative methods, I investigated the 
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underlying stories and reasons for these associations so I could paint the picture of what 
was happening at the local level, amidst daily life.  This method brought to light how 
working with community-level perceptions is essential to shaping opinions of the 
“gatekeepers'' and in expanding general knowledge of education’s wider role in societal 
cohesion. Further, I could see more clearly how negotiations take place as to whether or 
not boys and, especially, girls will ever find their way to school at all. As a first step, 
building general social cohesion opens up access to learning for all.  Lastly, the study 
argues for increased links between sectors, particularly regarding protection to reduce 
risks in and around schools.  
 This study presents a deep critical inquiry into positive synergies across 
community member voices so as to highlight the members’ collective power to decide for 
their own children what is possible in the future. Consultations with a range of 
community leaders and members helps to understand divergent and convergent views on 
enrolling in school or using other available social services in the community. By 
collecting this information on local perceptions of services, we are better positioned to 
know that what we introduce may prevent the downward spiral of when education is 
denied to generation after generation of children caught in conflict. We risk a detrimental 
cycle that can continue when  girls and boys are not enrolled in school, which  overrides 
the knowable benefits that education can impart because  it helps  build social cohesion 
cumulatively and over time. Finally, lower enrollment in schools and learning centers by 
girls and boys in highly conflict-affected communities in South Sudan have a multitude 
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of explanations in education and protection program reports, NGO, and government 
statistics, cultural practice studies, and other analyses.  
Ultimately, the concept of social cohesion serves as an  “integrated framework” or 
“umbrella” concept, under which a local approach  is possible  when researchers 
systematically listen to and include community members. Additionally, education 
(together with other sectors) can further the potential for peace in South Sudan, as well as 
other similarly conflict-affected countries. 
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Purpose: This form contains possible information to be gathered from key 
informants within the selected locations (communities, towns, and POC sites – 6 
states and 2 additional locations outside of POC sites).
Recommended Sources: The information for filling this form should be collected 
with: 
* FORM IDENTIFICATION – To be completed by SUPERVISOR
Form ID: _____________________________________________
Form ID: [County]_[LearningSiteNumber]_IDI TeamNumber]
Example: Bor_3_IDI_2
Code Informant Type
1 School personnel (e.g., school director, head teacher, etc…)
2 Education official (e.g., county education official, director general, etc…)







County Learning Site 
Number
Tool ID Team Number
IDI
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* GENERAL INFORMATION – To be completed PRIOR to meeting 
with the respondent
*
* INFORMED CONSENT – Please read this to participants prior to 
the start of the interview.
* CONFIRM THE FOLLOWING DETAILS WITH RESPONDENT
Interview Identification 
Informant Type (use code from list above): ______ Date of assessment:   
___/___/___ (dd/mm/yy)   
Name(s) of Assessor(s): ________________________   
Location of Assessment
Name of State (circle one)  
Central Equatoria Western Equatoria Jonglei Upper Nile Unity
Lakes
Name of County (circle one): 
Juba Yambio Bor Malakal Bentiu Awerial
Name of Payam :  ____________________________ 
Site type (circle one)
POC/IDP Surrounding Community
Urban or peri-ubran (circle one)
UrbanPeri-urban
Name of POC/IDP site (if applicable): ______________________________




* ACCESS AND LEARNING ENVIRONMENT 
School level:  (Mark all that apply and are available in the community)
❒ 1. Preschool 
❒ 2. Primary (lower level) 3. Primary (upper level) 
❒ 4. Secondary 5. Non-formal  
❒ 6. Other (specify) ______________ 
School type in the community:
❒ 1. Public/government 
❒ 2. Private 3. Community  
❒ 4. Religious/Mission 5. NGO-run 















What types of 
educational 
opportunities are 
available in this 
community/site? 
(Read each type below 
and allow the 





D. Learning Centers  
(e.g., ALP, CGS)


















In this community, how 
many functioning 
schools or learning 
centers were there 
before the July 2016 
insurgency/crisis 
increased? 
|___| # of schools/
learning centers
How many of the 
school or learning 
centers are still 
functioning now (open 
and running a regular 
schedule of classes)?








Since the July 2016 
increased crisis, what 
proportion of local 
children are still 
attending schools or 
learning centers in this 
community/site? 
A. Boys ❒ 1. None / only a few 
(0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 
❒ 4. Almost all / all 
(76-100%)
B. Girls
❒ 1. None / only a few 
(0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 













What percentage of 
IDP school-age children 
living in this community/
site are currently 
enrolled in a school or 
learning center? 
A. Boys ❒ 1. None / only a 
few (0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 
❒ 4. Almost all / all 
(76-100%)
B. Girls ❒ 1. None / only a 
few (0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 
❒ 4. Almost all / all 
(76-100%)
C. Average ❒ 1. None / only a 
few (0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 















What kinds of non-
formal education 
activities, such as ALP 
or CGS, are available in 
this community/area?
(Read each type below 
and allow the 
respondents to answer 
‘yes’ or ‘no’)
A. For BOYS:
1. Literacy and 
numeracy classes
2. Vocational / skills 
training 
3. Recreational / sports 
activities 







1. Literacy and 
numeracy classes
2. Vocational / skills 
training 
3. Recreational / sports 
activities 
















































What groups of children 
and young people are 
least likely to participate 
in education activities in 
your community/area? 














Is it safe for the children 
and teachers to travel 
to and from the school 






















What risks are present 
for children (and 
teachers) in this 
community 
(Read each type below 
and allow the 
respondents to answer 
‘yes’ or ‘no’)
A. Last year?
1. Attacks on schools
2. Abductions or forced 
recruitment
3. Sexual violence 
(harassment, abuse, 
rape) 
4. Natural hazards (e.g. 
famine, flooded areas) 



















1. Attacks on schools
2. Abductions or forced 
recruitment
3. Sexual violence 
(harassment, abuse, 
rape) 
4. Natural hazards (e.g. 
famine, flooded areas) 



























Are children and 






















What risks are present 
for children (boys and 
girls) while at school/
learning center? 
(Read each type below 
and allow the 
respondents to answer 
‘yes’ or ‘no’)
A. For BOYS
1. Health risks from 
unsanitary conditions
2. Child Labor
3. Being sexually 
abused or exploited
4. Schools vulnerable to 
attack or targeting 
5. Schools are a 








1. Health risks from 
unsanitary conditions
2. Child Labor
3. Being sexually 
abused or exploited
4. Schools vulnerable to 
attack or targeting 
5. Schools are a 












































When or where are 
children (boys and girls) 
vulnerable/exposed to 
risks in this community/
site?  
(Read each type below 
and allow the 
respondents to answer 
‘yes’ or ‘no’)
A. For BOYS
1. When collecting 
firewood/farming in 
fields 
2. On their way to or 
from school
3. With immediate family 
4. With extended family
5. After dark 






1. When collecting 
firewood/farming in 
fields 
2. On their way to or 
from school
3. With immediate family 
4. With extended family
5. After dark 














































How many of the 
schools/learning center 
are currently 
functioning in this 
community/site are 
taking place in: 
A. Temporary structures 
(e.g. tents, or outside) 
B. Semi-permanent 
structures (e.g. made 
of mud)  
C. Permanent 
structures (e.g. brick 
buildings)
❒ 1. None/only a few 
(0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 
❒ 4 . A l m o s t a l l / a l l 
(76-100%)
❒ 1. None/only a few 
(0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 
❒ 4 . A l m o s t a l l / a l l 
(76-100%)
❒ 1. None/only a few 
(0-25%)
❒ 2. Some (26- 50%) 
❒ 3. Many (51-75%) 












Are schools or learning 
centers in this 
community/site being 
used as collective 
shelters for families, 
IDPs, or other groups? 
❒ 1. Yes
❒ 2. No 
If yes, how many are 
being used out of the 
total number existing? 
|___|
Are there alternative 
locations that can be 
used for shelters for 
families, IPDs or other 
groups?
❒ 1. Yes
❒ 2. No 









Instructions: Data should be collected at the county level and at each learning site/school 
visit- ed.
1. FORM IDENTIFICATION – To be completed by SUPERVISOR 
Form ID:  
[County]_[LearningSiteNumber]_SDF_[TeamNum
ber] Example: Bor_3_SDF_2
2. GENERAL INFORMATION – To be completed PRIOR to collec>ng data 
            Secondary Data Form












Date of assessment: / / (dd/mm/yy)




     DOCUMENT TITLE 1 
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3. PLEASE PROVIDE CURRENT ENROLLMENT DATA (2017) 
ame of State (circle one)
Central Equatoria Western Equatoria Jonglei Upper Nile Unity 
Lakes
Name of County (circle one):
Juba Yambio Bor Malakal Bentiu Awerial
Name of Payam :    
Site type (Leave blank for county 
level data) (circle one)
POC/IDP Surrounding Community
Urban or peri-ubran (circle one)
Urban Peri-urban
Name of POC/IDP site (if applicable):  
N a m e o f l e a r n i n g s i t e / s c h o o l ( L e a v e b l a n k f o r c o u n t y l e v e l d 
a t a :
 
Learning site type (Leave blank for county level data) (circle one):
Primary school Learning center (e.g., alternative learning program 
(ALP), community girls’ school (CGS), etc…)
Learning site structure (Leave blank for county level data) (circle one):
Permanent
(e.g., school building, 
church)Semi-permanent 
(e.g., bamboo walls, mud 
structures) Temporary (e.g., 
open air, tent)
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Data Source:    


























































Data Source:    
































Under 6 years 
old
6 years to 10 
years old
11 years to 17 
years old





Data Source:    
6. PLEASE PROVIDE DATA ON ALTERNATIVE LEARNING OPPORTUNITIES  
7. 
Data Source:    




C o m m u n i t y g i 









Focus Group Discussion –Guide 
Purpose: This tool provides questions to help understand the perspectives of 
teachers about key aspects of education in the area and how they have been 
affected by the conflict. 
Unit of analysis: Focus group discussions should be conducted with groups of 
6-8 participants. Separate groups should be organized by sex. The aim in 
grouping focus groups as such is to enable the participants to be as relaxed and 
honest as possible. 
Instructions: Focus group discussions must be deliberately organized, well-
facilitated, and properly documented in order to gain the type of quality, in-depth 
information sought. Recommendations for making focus group discussions 
effective are: 
Organizing focus group discussions: 
* Keep the groups small. Sessions should have 6-8 participants.
* Choose the right facilitator for the group: men with boys/men and 
women with girls/women. 
* Limit the presence of onlookers to enable participants to speak 
freely.
* Conduct the discussion in a location where participants can sit 
comfortably and talk with some privacy.
Facilitating focus group discussions: 
* Assure the participants that everything said in the session will be 
kept confidential. 
* Don’t only rely on what the well-off, better educated, and more 
vocal have to say.
* Probe and cross-check each question by listening closely to what 
is being said, challenging answers (where appropriate), and 
asking for more details. 
* Carefully lead up to sensitive questions.
* Keep to a manageable length – approximately 1 hour. 
Documenting responses: 
* Assign one note taker to record what is being said and observed. 
* The responses to questions can be documented in a notebook, 
but be sure to capture all the information under the ‘General 
Information’ section of the form for each group.
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* Do not mix in interpretations of the responses during the note 
taking.
* Record the responses of the majority of the answers provided by 
the group. Also note any important differences in responses 
between groups of respondents (e.g. differences by gender or 
age).
1. FORM IDENTIFICATION – To be completed by SUPERVISOR 
2. GENERAL INFORMATION – To be completed PRIOR to meeting with the 
respondents
County Learning Site 
Number
Tool ID Team Number
FGD-T
Interview Identification 
Date of assessment:   ___/___/___ (dd/mm/yy)   




Name of State (circle one)  
Central Equatoria Western Equatoria Jonglei Upper Nile Unity
Lakes
Name of County (circle one): 
Juba Yambio Bor Malakal Bentiu Awerial
Name of Payam :  ____________________________ 
Site type (circle one)
POC/IDP Surrounding Community
Urban or peri-ubran (circle one)
UrbanPeri-urban
Name of POC/IDP site (if applicable): ______________________________
Name of learning site/school: _____________________________
Learning site type (circle one):
Primary school Learning center 
(e.g., alternative learning program (ALP), community girls’ school (CGS), 
etc…)
Learning site structure (circle one):
Permanent
(e.g., school building, church) Semi-permanent
(e.g., bamboo walls, mud structures) Temporary
(e.g., open air, tent)
Source of Information
# of men: _________      # of women: _________      Grades taught: 
__________________________
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3. INFORMED CONSENT – Please read this to participants prior to the start of 
the discussion.
4. DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
A. Equal Access to Learning
1. Do all children in this community go to school?  
a. What groups of children or young people in this community are 
most often not in school (e.g. IDPs? Disabled children? Children of 
pastoralist communities? Rural versus urban children? Different 
tribal groups?)
b. Why or why not?  
2. What could be done to help such children get into or stay in school? 
a. What roles can community members (including parents, local 
authorities) play to improve access to education?
b. What roles do the PTA, SMC, and county education committee 
play in ensuring all children’s access to education?  
3. Has this school been affected by the current conflict in South Sudan? 
a. (IF YES) What impact has the conflict had on this school and 
children in this community? 
b. Does it affect whether or not children are able to enroll in this 
school? 
c. How about whether children are able to attend school consistently? 
d. What impact has the conflict had on children’s achievement/
academic performance in this school?  
4. What impact has natural disasters such as the famine or flooding in South 
Sudan had on learning environments in this state/county/area?
5. For the young people in this community who cannot go to formal school, 
what types of classes or training are available? 
a. What else is needed?
B. Protection and Wellbeing 
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1. Is the school accessible and located in a secure area? 
2. Are female and male students safe on their way to and from school? 
a. If yes, why do you think this is? If not, why?  
b. Have the concerns you mentioned gotten worse over the last year?
c. What is being done to make sure children are safe when traveling 
to and from schools in this community?   
3. Have you witnessed any type of violence, conflict or harm (psychological, 
physical) against children or youth while they are in school? 
a. What type of children experience these things the most (e.g. girls/
IDPs/disabled children/pastoralist children/children from certain 
tribes/rural/urban)? 
b. Why?
c. Are there systems in place to prevent or respond to these types of 
conflicts in this school? Please describe/provide examples. 
d. What is the role of children in mitigating conflicts in this school or 
community? Please provide a specific example.  
e. What is the role of the community (e.g. parents, teachers, elders, 
others) in mitigating conflicts in this school or community? Please 
provide a specific example. 
f. Who do children go to for support if they experience harm or 
violence against them? 
g. Is it easy or typical for children to reach out for help? Provide a 
specific example. 
C.       Participation
1. What are the main ways members of this community currently support 
schools/temporary learning spaces?  
2. What more can members of this community do to improve education? 
3. What school management decisions does the PTA/SMC have a say in?  
What were the top two issues discussed at the most recent PTA or SMC 
meeting? 
4. What are the priorities for improving education in this community?
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